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Abstract

This is the first study which has explored how social work students have applied

the learning from a bespoke Mindfulness-Based Social Work and Self-Care

(MBSWSC) programme to their social work practice. A qualitative research design

was chosen, and a realist ontological position taken. The qualitative data were

collected from reflective journals from seven social work students on placement

who had completed the MBSWSC programme. An inductive thematic and compar-

ative analysis methodology was used to identify key themes. This study found that

the MBSWSC programme supported students to cope with the stress and anxiety

that manifested before and during their placement. Students highlighted how

switching from an avoidant to an approach oriented coping strategy allowed

them to alleviate any negative thoughts or feelings they were experiencing.

Students identified that this allowed them to employ more positive responses

when dealing with stress. Students outlined that the learning from the pro-

gramme allowed them to develop increased self-awareness, empathy, reflection

and reflexivity skills, all of which will likely enhance their capacity for anti-

oppressive social work practice. It is clear that improved access to the MBSWSC

programme will allow social work students to develop the skills necessary to prac-

tice sustainably over the longer term.
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Introduction

It is clear that social work students consistently experience unique stres-
sors as part of their social work education, but rarely receive compre-
hensive training or education on how to regulate this stress, along with
negative thoughts and emotions that can arise as part of their education
(Turner, 2009; Gockel and Deng, 2016). The process of socialising to the
role of social worker, during a student’s placement, is a time when a stu-
dent social worker is particularly vulnerable to stress (Maddock et al.,
2021). Students may be working with service users and distressing life
scenarios for the first time and students may need to navigate the com-
plex thoughts and emotions that can accompany practice in challenging
environments (Lynn and Mensinga, 2015). During their placement, stu-
dents are also particularly vulnerable to self-doubt as they attempt to
practice the social work skills and develop the competencies necessary
to be a professionally qualified social worker (Gockel et al., 2013).
When students engage in critical reflections on practice, self-doubt can
lead to self-critical, worried or ruminative thinking about their perfor-
mance, due to often unfair, negative self-appraisals of their practice,
which can be compounded if they receive negative feedback, self-
perceived or not, by their practice teachers (Gockel et al., 2013;
Maddock et al., 2021). The more persistent these stressors, and negative
thoughts, emotions and physical sensations that accompany them are,
the more a student’s self-awareness is likely to be hindered by negative
thinking processes, for example, worry or rumination (Maddock et al.,
2021). These negative thinking processes can clutter a student’s self-
awareness and distract them from integrating the key learning from
practice experiences, and also make it less likely that they will acquire
and integrate key social work skills, values and competencies (Gockel
et al., 2013). If this stress is left unchecked, it will also likely lead to in-
evitable declines in their mental health and well-being (Maddock et al.,
2021).

Increasingly, social work educators are becoming more concerned
with not just training competent practitioners but also practitioners who
are self-aware, critically reflective, resilient and can practice sustainably
in very challenging environments (Thomas, 2017; Maddock et al., 2021).
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Effective social work practice is predicated on a social worker’s capacity
for self-awareness, attention regulation, critical reflection skills and their
capacity for cognitive and emotional self-regulation (Thomas, 2017).
These key skills, which are all core trainable cognitive and emotional
processes (Lutz et al. 2007) are needed, in order to help social workers
to deal with and process stress reactions that may compromise the social
worker’s decision making, their capacity to be present with clients, the
overall quality of care received by service users along with their own
well-being (Thomas, 2017). It is particularly important for students to be
supported to develop these skills, particularly when one considers that
they will be entering a profession with very high rates of stress, burnout
and attrition (Ravalier et al., 2021). Mindfulness-based programmes
(MBPs), strategies and techniques have been proposed within social
work education as a means of training social workers to support their
own self-care and to enhance social work practice (Thomas, 2017;
Maddock et al., 2021). MBPs may improve service user care by reducing
social worker stress, burnout and/or improving resiliency (Braun et al.,
2019). Several studies of healthcare professionals (HCPs) have argued
that the enhanced cognitive and emotional self-regulation competencies
achieved through MBPs, were also mechanisms which could improve pa-
tient care outcomes including patient-centred care, HCP-reported pa-
tient care and patient treatment outcomes (Braun et al., 2019).

Research on mindfulness training in social work education and its im-
pact on social work skill and competency development is in its beginning
phase. Although a number of papers have provided hypotheses about its
potential benefits for skill and competency development, we know very
little empirically about how engagement in an MBP might impact stu-
dents’ process of skill and competency development, and mechanisms by
how these and self-care skills and capacities, as well as improvements in
stress and burnout, mental health and well-being are attained (Maddock
et al., 2021). Most existing studies have explored or examined mindful-
ness training primarily as a self-care strategy rather than as a practice
training strategy (Gockel et al., 2013; Roulston et al., 2018). This emerg-
ing evidence suggested that MBPs are effective at improving student
stress, feelings of burnout, anxiety, mood, mental well-being and quality
of life (Napoli and Bonifas, 2011; Roulston et al., 2018; Maddock et al.,
2021). In an integrative review of the literature on whether mindfulness
in HCPs (including social workers) improves patient care, Braun et al.
(2019) found strong support for a relationship between mindfulness and
HCP-reported patient care, highlighting significant potential for MBPs
to improve HCP functioning and therefore patient care.

Kinman et al. (2020) have outlined the need to follow cohorts of stu-
dents over a longer period of time to explore the long-term effects of
mindfulness-based training for well-being and professional practice. Two
social work papers by Thomas (2017) and Gockel et al. (2013) examined
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the impact of very brief mindfulness exercises over the course of longer
social work modules and then explored the experience of students who
subsequently worked with service users. Thomas (2017) (100 min total
mindfulness practice as part of a sixteen-week module) found no signifi-
cant quantitative changes in mindfulness, emotional regulation or empa-
thy. Thomas (2017) did, however, find that students were able to calm
feelings of anxiety, stay present with the client for longer during difficult
interactions and shift from rapid judgement of case material to a slower
more reserved non-judgemental analysis. In Gockel et al. (2013) (ten
minutes mindfulness practice per class over twenty-eight classes) found
no significant quantitative changes in student well-being, but significant
changes were found in the student’s sense of counselling self-efficacy.
Gockel et al. (2013) also found that students drew on mindfulness practi-
ces to increase their ability to be present, open and emotionally avail-
able and responsive to their clients in session, as well identifying their
own internal affective reactions to clients in ways that allowed them to
manage rather than act out these reactions. There have, however, been
no studies which have explored how social work students have applied
the learning from a bespoke social work MBP which focussed on sup-
porting students to develop both self-care and clinical social work skills
and values.

This study aims to help fill this research gap by exploring how student
engagement with the Mindfulness-Based Social Work and Self-Care
(MBSWSC) programme, a promising new MBP for social work self-care
and practice, which has been found to improve student’s feelings of
stress, burnout, anxiety and well-being (Maddock et al., 2021), might
have impacted social work student self-care and their social work prac-
tice while on placement during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods

Design

A qualitative research design was chosen, and a realist ontological posi-
tion was taken by the researchers (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012). The
qualitative data were collected from reflective journals from social work
students on placement who had recently completed the MBSWSC pro-
gramme (Maddock et al., 2021). Placements took place during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Students kept the reflective journals for the dura-
tion of the placement. The journals contained prompt questions related
to the MBSWSC programme which students were encouraged to con-
sider but advised not to view as prescriptive and to feel free to reflect
on salient aspects of their experiences. Questions addressed the applica-
tion of the learning from the MBSWSC programme to the social work
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students’ practice during their placement, including, engaging with ser-
vice users, managing stress and anxiety, developing approach-coping
skills and supporting reflexivity and anti-oppressive practice. Students
were asked to provide examples to evidence any claims they made for
the impact of mindfulness.

Participants

The journal data were attained from a purposive and convenience sam-
ple of seven social work students, from two universities in the UK, who
had completed the MBSWSC programme in November 2020 and were
undertaking their placements between January–February and May 2021,
each lasting seventy and sixty days, respectively. These placements pro-
vide opportunities for students to demonstrate their ability to engage
with service users, carers and professionals and carry out the social
worker role against professional standards. Maddock et al. (2021) details
the MBSWSC programme and its format. The seven participants
attended mindfulness booster sessions, once a month between January
and May on MS Teams; online engagement provided a work around for
COVID-19 restrictions, but also mitigated demands on students in terms
of travel and time. The sessions were facilitated by both authors and
lasted for one hour. They included discussion of the use of mindfulness
practices in the participant’s social work practice and then a group mind-
fulness practice. There were six female and one male participants, whose
ages ranged from twenty to forty-nine (mean age¼ 31 years).

Procedure

The study was approved by the relevant ethics committees at both uni-
versities. After receipt of ethical approval, all of the twenty-seven stu-
dents who completed the MBSWSC programme, outlined in Maddock
et al. (2021) were invited to participate in this research project, verbally
at the end of the programme and via email. The seven participants, who
consented to being a part of this study, were requested to fill in journal
entries of their experiences of using mindfulness practices and the learn-
ing from the MBSWSC programme as part of their social work practice
as their placements progressed; as part of the ethics process all partici-
pants consented to material from their reflective journals being used in
publications. Independent sample t-tests on the data from Maddock
et al. (2021) found that there were no significant differences in the levels
of stress, burnout, well-being, anxiety and depression experienced by the
seven students who opted to participate in this follow-up study and
twenty students who chose not to. The key learning objectives of the
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MBSWSC programme for social work practice were to help students to
improve self-care and social work skill and competency acquisition
through increased self-awareness in the moment. This self-awareness be-
ing acquired through reduced worry and rumination, and by simulta-
neously fostering traits such as: (1) mindfulness, which is the awareness
that emerges, by focussing on experiences that unfold in the present mo-
ment, non-judgementally (Kabat-Zinn, 2003); (2) acceptance of all expe-
rience including difficult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations
(Hayes et al., 2013); (3) self-compassion, which is the conscious offering
of feelings of caring and kindness towards oneself during or after reflect-
ing on difficult experiences (Neff, 2003); (4) attention regulation/decen-
tring, which is the ability to step back and observe thoughts and internal
experiences objectively (van der Velden et al., 2015); (5) non-
attachment, which is the capacity to reduce one’s over-engagement with
difficult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations (Maddock et al.,
2021); and (6) non-aversion, which is the adjustment in how a person
responds to difficult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations, from an
initial disposition of avoidance to one of welcoming and approaching
these phenomena (Maddock et al., 2021). These traits are particularly
relevant to social work practice, as they are likely to support social work
skill and competency acquisition and integration, for example, through
enhanced critical reflection, reflexivity, empathy, openness and interper-
sonal skills (Maddock et al., 2021).

Data collection

The data were collected through student reflective journals. This data
collection method was chosen due to their capacity to: foster reflective
practice for learning and professional development (Andreina and
Dell’Aversana, 2018); to allow students to capture their reflections-in-
action (Holly, 1989); support the students to acquire greater self-
awareness of the cognitive and emotional regulation strategies that they
had learned in the MBSWSC programme and were now employing as
part of their emerging social work practice; deepen the quality of learn-
ing from the MBSWSC through reflective practice, allowing greater con-
nections between the theory and psychoeducation of how the MBSWSC
might be applied to improve their self-care and social work practice go-
ing forward (Andreina and Dell’Aversana, 2018). In their journals, stu-
dents were asked to reflect on experiences of applying the learning from
the MBSWSC programme within their social work practice on place-
ment during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their written reflections were
complemented by discussions in the group mindfulness practice sessions
in which they shared experiences of using mindfulness in their personal
lives and in practice while on placement.
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Data analysis

A realist methodological approach examined the semantic content of

participants’ descriptions of their experiences in their social work prac-

tice following participation in the MBSWSC group. The realist approach

involves identifying causal mechanisms and exploring if they work, and

under what conditions might they work or not (Rycroft-Malone et al.,

2012). Given the complex, multifaceted nature of the MBSWSC pro-

gramme, which was developed in order to support social work student

self-care and social work practice, and the current limited understanding

of the mechanisms of action of how this programme might improve this

outcomes in practice, the realist approach is particularly suited to the

synthesis of evidence about how the learning derived from the pro-

gramme might have been implemented in practice by the social work

students who completed this programme during their placement

(Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012).
Key themes in the journal entries were identified and defined using

an inductive thematic and comparative analysis methodology (Braun

and Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) describe thematic analysis

as a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns or themes

within qualitative data. To analyse the journal entries, both authors read

each journal entry several times and generated initial codes separately.

The authors individually, continuously reviewed and coded the qualita-

tive data on the basis of the capacity for specific journal reflections to

capture something important which related to the research aim (Braun

and Clarke, 2006). The authors then independently developed key

themes from the data and met to discuss their findings. The authors

then met, discussed and agreed what the key themes would be. This dis-

cussion allowed a hierarchical structure of overarching superordinate

and sub-ordinate themes to emerge from the journal data, which were

grounded in the verbatim journal text. As a final step, both authors con-

sidered the final themes in the context of how consistently and articu-

lately they represented the complete data set and modified accordingly

as required (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Results

The participants completed twenty-one journal entries in total.

Participants 1 and 4 completed five journals each, with all of the other

participants completing at least two journal entries. Two super-ordinate

themes emerged from the thematic analysis of this data: (1) Stress and

anxiety coping and (2) Support to emerging social work practice.

Superordinate and subordinate themes are outlined in Table 1. These
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are described, interpreted and illustrated by relevant journal entries
below.

Stress and anxiety coping

Stress and anxiety management

The student’s reflective journal entries consistently highlighted how the
learning from the MBSWSC programme, and the consistent use of mind-
fulness practices, helped them to manage the stress and anxieties that
could manifest during their placement. The students outlined how the
learning from the programme made it more likely that they would ap-
proach sources of stress and anxiety in order to reduce its impact on
their personal lives and their social work practice. All of the participants
advised that they felt calmer and more grounded after they engaged in a
mindfulness practice:

I really see the benefit of mindfulness practices, of tuning in to yourself,

giving yourself permission to feel things and not to let the stress build up

too much. . . Engaging in a meditation each morning has allowed me to

centre myself and alleviate any worry that was holding me back. I have also

found the 3-minute breathing exercises beneficial when in the placement

site to deal with any mounting anxiety or stress. . .I feel that getting in this

habit has be very beneficial as I am more at ease with myself and with the

mounting responsibilities on placement. (Participant 1)

The mindfulness practices have definitely helped me tune in more to

how my body is responding to stress. When I feel like I am getting

stressed I take note (hunched shoulders, holding my breath or tightness

in my chest) and practice mindfulness - whether that is taking a quick 3

min body scan on placement. . . or just taking time to notice all the small

things around me - birds singing, lovely views, or listening to music. . .I

am much more tuned in to it now and "check in" with myself to address

it as it arises. (Participant 6)

Table 1 Summary of themes.

Superordinate themes Subordinate themes

Stress and anxiety coping Stress and anxiety management

Approach coping

Support to emerging social work practice The impact of tuning into their thoughts,

emotions and physical sensations

Supporting effective working practices, in-

cluding dealing with adversity and uncer-

tainty

Mindfulness as an enabler for empathy, re-

flection and reflexivity
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Three students referred to the impact of COVID-19 during their
placements and the use of mindfulness practices to cope with this. Two
described significant reactions. One student commented on concerns
about developing PTSD following the death of a friend from COVID-19
and feeling panicked about the risk of passing it on to others. They de-
scribed mindfulness as supporting acceptance of these feelings but being
less effective in managing the perceived consequences. They also
reported using mindfulness to deal with the challenges of lack of face-
to-face contact with service users due to COVID-19 restrictions in the
early stages of placement, specifically, to focus on online learning and
reading. The other students spoke of an ‘overwhelming sense of fear’ of
passing the virus on to someone and how a compassion-based practice
supported them to gain perspective. The third student also described us-
ing a compassion-based practice, in their case to acknowledge the diffi-
culties of doing a placement during COVID-19 and gaining a better
appreciation of their performance as a result.

Approach coping

The narratives from the journal entries illustrated how some students
recognised tendencies towards procrastination or avoidance of certain
tasks. The following quotes signal the emergence of a clearer under-
standing of the processes at play in avoidance and associated shifts to-
wards more productive, proactive approach stress coping practices:

I find that I would often put things off, or not do them at all if it causes

me worry, stress or anxiety. This is obviously something I can’t do when

I’m on placement. Over the last few weeks, I have been more self-aware

of the things that make me feel uncomfortable and I have tried to ease

this discomfort through reflection and mindfulness. This has made me re-

alise that by putting things off, it only seems to make the worry and anx-

iety fester and grow. (Participant 1)

Yes, in general I had gotten myself in the way of avoiding a lot of things I

felt were challenging or I felt would cause a disagreement or upset. But

now "I bite the frog" and actually try to complete those tasks first and get

them out of the way. I still get feelings of nervousness and auto pilot wants

me to avoid, but I can rationalise with myself now and the thoughts and

encourage myself to just complete that task first. (Participant 3)

I still leave things to the last minute. . .But overall, I think it

[mindfulness] has helped me not shy away from things. Previously I

would be like an ostrich and if something was too difficult, I would have

my head in the sand but now I will keep working on something even if

it is uncomfortable. (Participant 5)

A consistent theme was how the students used the learning from the
MBSWSC programme and mindfulness practices to approach the
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difficult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations that arose due to
challenging experiences on placement. The students identified how
approaching rather than avoiding the experience which generated the
stress or anxiety they were experiencing, allowed them to develop a
more centred understanding of what was operating for them, which then
alleviated the repeated negative thinking that can occur due to stress,
for example worry and rumination:

I started worrying that the placement was a failure. . .I felt terrible. I

decided to do an acceptance body scan because I was stressing out. . .It

helped me to delve into what exactly was my worry. . ..When I broke

down all my worries and negative thoughts I came to the realisation that

I was stressed about being a financial burden to my parents who have

already done so much for me. . .I felt so relieved when I realised what

was causing me so much anxiety. . . . (Participant 4)

I felt anxious about a case I was working on. I was worried that I would

get too emotionally involved with this service user as I saw that this was

the same as my family situation. I feel the mindfulness programme has

helped me to give me balance, as well as help me to worry less about

going into work in the following days. . .. . (Participant 5)

The increased approaching and reduced avoidance appears to have
allowed students to increase their awareness of negative self-judgement
and through this process employ the alternative adaptive approach ori-
ented, stress coping responses, for example, self-compassion and self-ac-
ceptance that they had learned during the MBSWSC programme:

. . .In terms of sense of self, I feel that I have been more forgiving of

myself for feeling stress and worry in relation to work, and the

programme has made me realise strongly that it is okay and normal to

feel these anxieties and by acknowledging them, in this way they then

pass. (Participant 5)

I am currently on PLO [practice learning opportunity] with another

student and find it difficult not to compare myself with them – in terms

of personality and in our approach to practice. I had put off truly

thinking about how this may be affecting my sense of self until after the

first mindfulness session. After this session, I had spent some time

reflecting on how this made me feel and the critical thoughts associated

with it. As a result, I was able to respond to these feelings in a more

compassionate manner, acknowledging that each person is different.

(Participant 1)

Engaging with the mindfulness exercises has allowed me to be more

accepting of myself and my unique qualities. It has made me more

aware of the fact that although I may not be as confident as others, I

have my own skills and traits that will help me to succeed in this PLO.

(Participant 2)
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Mindfulness as a support for social work practice

The impact of tuning into their thoughts, emotions and physical
sensations

There was strong sense in the data of students approaching and becom-
ing more aware of their thinking processes, emotions and related physi-
cal sensations at different stages of their placements. Their narratives
revealed a mix of anxiety and excitement in the period leading up to
and the initial phase of placement and how mindfulness practice enabled
them to prepare for placement and manage their initial difficulties:

I was going through a very difficult time personally before Christmas

and it [mindfulness] really helped me stay sane. It also helped me

prepare mentally for starting placement and enabling me to take myself

out of situations mentally. (Participant 6)

I have noticed myself becoming more stressed recently due to PLO

worries that I am not good enough at the moment, concerns about

COVID-19 and comparing myself to other students in the PLO. I have

found that I am more dependent on the mindfulness exercises at the mo-

ment and have been practising every day. (Participant 2)

In addition to becoming more aware of how they felt, participant’s
narratives conveyed how mindfulness supported a process of preparing
for contact, actively tuning-into and staying with their experiences. First,
it drew attention to the potential impact of how their emotions and
physical sensations might spill over and effect the quality of their inter-
actions with service users:

Before meeting the boy, I was experiencing the typical physical

sensations I attribute to being totally stressed. Rapid heartbeat, really

sick feeling in my stomach, agitated and fidgety. Before I got ready to

drive to the boy’s home, I did a three-minute breathing exercise. . .it

allows me to get my thoughts in check and focus on the home visit

rather than worrying about how stressed I am. . . I was able to totally an-

chor myself and just concentrate on my breathing. . . I felt much more

calm. . . The home visit went better than I could have hoped for.

(Participant 4)

Students also attributed the process of tuning-in and acknowledging
their own feelings using mindfulness practices with enabling them to be
more centred and available to service users:

I would use mindfulness to help me calm down and focus my attention

on what is ahead of me. It helps me tune into meeting people, staying

grounded and not letting me dwell if I have had a bad morning.

(Participant 6)

Relatedly, another student relayed how a mindfulness of breathing
practice enabled them to bring mindful awareness rather than worry
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about how they might be perceived by a service user, this allowed the
student to attain a more balanced perspective, which in turn supported
them to attend to the service user’s needs more actively:

I had my first face-to-face contact with a child several weeks ago. I was wor-

ried about how he would perceive me and how he would act in my pres-

ence. My Onsite [supervisor] had visited the family several times prior and

the boy wouldn’t leave the bathroom to meet her. Prior to the visit, I had

spent a few minutes completing a breathing exercise. This allowed me to

centre myself and to fully interact with the child. This encouraged me to

have a greater awareness of my presentation and how I may portray myself

with others. I feel that this allowed me to interact with the child in a man-

ner which was centred around his needs. (Participant 1)

Supporting effective working practices, including dealing with adversity
and uncertainty

The journal data also pointed to a relationship between mindfulness
practice and more effective working practices in the student social
worker role. Again, students’ comments indicated that greater awareness
of thoughts, emotions and physical sensations had a key part to play in
this process. The act of bringing attention to experience through mind-
fulness practice was found to improve concentration and ability to carry
out the role:

I am more aware of my bodily reactions to stress (holding breath, raised

shoulders and tightness). When I feel like this, I know that I have to

relax more and, once I do it, it improves my work performance as I can

concentrate better. (Participant 5)

Incorporating the mindfulness has helped me be more focused on work

in that I would have tended to ruminate over things (more than I do

now) . . .Now I breathe and just put my mind to what I need to do.

(Participant 6)

Throughout the journal entries, students highlighted a number of so-
cial work practice challenges, including dealing with adversity and uncer-
tainty. They attributed mindfulness practice to affording them greater
responsiveness in managing such challenges. As before, this rested on
the increased awareness of thoughts, emotional reactions, willingness to
tune-into and address these and then being able to move on:

I tend to deal with emotions as they come up and I know this has

helped my resilience and given me confidence to move on from awful

events more quickly than others. (Participant 6)

One student described this as the ability to stabilise their emotions in
conflictual situations, with an associated improvement in concentration,
decision-making and problem-solving:
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The learning from the mindfulness programme encouraged me to

identify and manage my own emotions. . .I found that my ability to

concentrate improved as I was able to stabilise my emotions and remain

calm in difficult and confrontational situations. By identifying my

emotions, I found that it allowed me to make effective and balanced

decisions and promoted more effective problem-solving solutions with

service users. (Participant 7)

Another described how mindfulness might help them to manage the
unpredictability of social work practice:

. . . you need to expect the unexpected (a shameful cliche). I feel as

though the acceptance element of mindfulness will help me with this in

the future. (Participant 4)

A number of participants recounted how they used mindfulness as a
direct response when presented with distressing information about ser-
vice users:

Yesterday I had to practice a 3-minute breathing exercise after reading a

comprehensive psychological report of the sexual abuse of four siblings

facilitated by their biological father. I am aware of the concept of

secondary trauma, and I feel this is something I will have to be

continuously conscious of in the future if I am to work in child

protection/welfare long term. (Participant 4)

There was increased concern over the mental health of the service user

and it was mentioned that she had increased suicidal tendencies and was

self-harming more - she was to receive increased support. . .this made me

quite anxious as a lot of the issues raised were very similar to one of my

family members. I used mindfulness that evening when I went home -

the 20-minute guided meditation. I also created a reflective diary to

write down what I was feeling, and this benefitted me as I was able to

switch off from the emotions of work which was helpful. (Participant 5)

Mindfulness as an enabler for empathy, reflection and reflexivity

The final sub-theme charts students’ examples of where and, on occa-
sion, how they felt mindfulness supported empathy, reflection and re-
flexivity. For example, in relation to empathy, Participant 2 stated that:

. . .the mindfulness programme has helped me to become more empathic

and therefore a better practitioner in understanding clients.

Another participant acknowledged that increases in self-awareness
gained through the mindfulness programme, had enabled them to be
more conscious of service users and carers’ experiences:

I think that considering the effects of stress and worry has on myself has

made me more open and conscious of the experiences of service users

and carers. I have found myself adapting more of a therapeutic role
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when carrying out carers’ assessments with parents, as opposed to the

overly process-driven influence of the service. (Participant 3)

As with empathy, most students made a direct link between enhanced
self-awareness and more reflective, reflexive and/or anti-oppressive prac-
tice. This centred on gaining increased insight through mindfulness into
the values, views and biases they brought to their work with service
users and the ability to lessen their potential effects:

I have a strong sense of myself since the Mindfulness Programme. It has

made me aware of who I am; my likes and dislikes, strengths and

weaknesses and my own judgements, which has enhanced reflexivity

because I can reflect on every encounter with professionals, colleagues,

family and friends, learn from it by questioning why I think it went well

or badly and how I could make it better the next time, without reproach

or avoidance. (Participant 2)

Participant 4 gave the most comprehensive analysis of the relationship
between mindfulness and reflection and reflexivity. In the following ex-
ample, they explored how being more in tune with their thoughts, physi-
cal sensations and emotions, enabled them to identify and make sense of
a difficult encounter:

. . . my kneejerk reaction to seeing the parents was to focus on my

breathing (deep inhale, deep exhale). This helped with the physical

sensations I was experiencing (rapid heart rate, knot in my stomach). I

was still left confused as to why I felt such negative emotions towards

these people, especially when social work is a caring profession. It’s an

area I plan to research more. Someday I could be working face to face

with people like these parents, so I do appreciate it’s better to have

these feelings of disgust now, rather than when I am working with them.

Participant 4 went on to correlate practising mindfulness with enhanc-
ing reflection and, in turn, reflexivity:

Practicing mindfulness has had a positive effect on my ability to reflect

on situations. I think that engaging in consistent reflection about your

own social work practice enhances your sense of reflexivity.

They elaborated further on the value of this mindfulness–reflection–
reflexivity link, and the practice of journaling for bringing more atten-
tion to the role of power:

How was power being displayed and by who? Was autonomy/agency

acknowledged and to what extent? Reflecting on these events can

enhance your reflexivity. . .. mindfulness and reflection have been so

important for me in terms of practicing reflexively and in an anti-

oppressive manner.
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Discussion

This article has extended the limited knowledge available on the value
of MBPs for social work student self-care and social work practice, by
exploring the experience of how social work students applied the learn-
ing from a bespoke MBP for social work during their social work place-
ments, which took place during COVID-19. This study’s results indicate
that students found that the learning from this programme helped them
to manage any stress or anxiety that manifested before and during their
placement. For three students, this included dealing with stress and anxi-
ety related directly to COVID-19, some of which was significant. The
journal entries highlighted how students had successfully integrated a
number of the approach-oriented coping strategies, for example, self-
compassion and acceptance, as part of this process (Maddock and
McCusker, 2022). The learning from the MBSWSC programme also
helped students to identify when they were stressed or anxious more
quickly in order to apply these coping strategies as a part of their mind-
fulness practice. The students also observed how their increased capacity
to tune into their thoughts, emotions and the physical sensations en-
hanced their social work practice, particularly during times of uncer-
tainty or adversity. The students also highlighted how the mindfulness
practices learned as part of the programme allowed them to develop in-
creased capacities for empathy, reflection and reflexivity, all of which
supported their capacity to integrate the learning from their placement
and their emerging social work practice.

The finding that students who completed the MBSWSC programme
felt that they were subsequently better able to manage the stress and
anxiety that manifested as part of their social work practice is supported
by Gockel et al. (2013) and Thomas (2017). Gockel et al. (2013) and
Thomas (2017) found that students who took part, even in short mind-
fulness practices, as part of larger social work modules, reported feeling
better able to manage the stress and anxiety that can manifest as part of
their social work practice. The finding that this group of students felt a
greater capacity to manage stress and anxiety through mindfulness prac-
tice is encouraging, as it will likely to improve the quality of support
that they can offer service users. This is in line with Braun et al. (2019),
who in an integrated review of the literature, found that one of the
mechanisms through which MBPs improve the patient/service user care
being offered by HCPs is by reducing the HCP’s stress levels.

One of the key objectives of the MBSWSC programme was to support
students to develop approach-oriented stress coping skills in order to im-
prove feelings of stress, burnout, anxiety, mood, well-being and reflec-
tive anti-oppressive social work practice (Maddock et al., 2021). It is
clear from the student’s journal entries that they had integrated the
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learning from the programme and implemented it as part of their social
work practice. The students appeared more able to identify avoidance
behaviours they may have been engaging in which may have been con-
tributing to feelings of stress and anxiety through increased negative
thinking (Grabovac et al., 2011; Maddock and McCusker, 2022). In the
journal entries, students consistently identified that mindfulness practices
supported their self-awareness and their capacity to approach the diffi-
cult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations that arose during their
placement experience. The students identified that this not only reduced
the negative thinking that they had experienced when engaging in avoid-
ance behaviour previously, for example, worry and rumination, but it
also allowed them to employ alternative beneficial responses to stressful
situations, for example, self-acceptance and self-compassion, in line with
Maddock and McCusker (2022). It appears that the integration of the
learning from the MBSWSC programme, where students were able to
develop increased capacities in adaptive stress coping, self-awareness, at-
tention regulation, compassion (and self-compassion) and then inte-
grated these as part of their practice, is also likely to lead to improved
service user support. This is supported by Beach et al. (2013) who identi-
fied that increases in each of these capacity areas are key mechanisms in
how MBPs help HCPs improve service user centred care.

It appears from the student’s qualitative journals that the learning from
the MBSWSC programme and the consistent engagement with mindful-
ness practices improved their self-awareness, concentration and their ca-
pacity to tune into their thoughts, emotions and physical sensations in the
moment. In line with the work of Safran and Reading (2008), the stu-
dent’s increased approaching of their experience in this way, promoted
greater affect tolerance and self-regulation of difficult, or stressful
thoughts and emotions. This helped students to prepare for their place-
ment and for contact with service users by actively tuning into their own
and the service user’s experience. Supporting the findings of Shapiro et al.
(2007) and Gockel et al. (2013), this appears to have enhanced the stu-
dent’s capacity to be fully present, cognitively and emotionally during
their engagements with service users, by reducing distractions which often
manifested in the form of negative or self-critical thinking about their per-
formance; as one student explained, using their breath and bodily sensa-
tions as anchors to stay with the service user, rather than being distracted
by ‘the overflowing to-do list in my mind’. The student’s increased self-
awareness, cognitive and emotional self-regulation skills and capacity to
be fully present with the service users, complementing the work of
McCollum and Gehart (2010) with marriage and family therapists,
appears to have allowed students to navigate difficult moments in their
placement and practice with service users. This allowed students, in a
manner similar to that articulated by Safran and Reading (2008), to iden-
tify and stay present with any negative emotions that the service user
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evoked in them and allowed them to respond, rather than react, with
greater compassion and acceptance for themselves and the service users
they worked alongside. The improvements in these areas are encouraging
as compassion and emotional competencies have been identified as key
mechanisms in how MBPs improve HCP empathy, patient care and pa-
tient outcomes (Braun et al. 2019).

The student’s journal entries appear to highlight how the learning from
the programme and the increased self-awareness that they attained from
the use of a variety of mindfulness practices enhanced their capacities for
empathy, reflection, reflexivity and anti-oppressive social work practice.
This supports the work of Krasner et al. (2009) and Shapiro et al. (1998)
who found that consistent engagement in mindfulness practices signifi-
cantly increases empathy among HCPs and counsellors. In line with the
work of Maddock et al. (2021), the learning from the programme and the
consistent engagement with mindfulness practices, facilitated the student’s
capacity to reflect on and develop a deeper evolving reflexive understand-
ing of their own lived experiences of oppression. The evolution of this un-
derstanding, when coupled with the increased empathy and compassion
that students were experiencing, due to the mindfulness practices they
were engaging in, appears to have allowed them to develop a clearer
frame of understanding of the service user’s experiences of oppression.
This appears to have engendered greater empathic and compassionate
emotional space for both themselves and service user, with both being
seen as part of a common oppressed humanity (Neff, 2003). This space
appears to have supported the student’s capacity to simultaneously: (1) re-
main compassionate and empathically attuned to the service user and
their needs, and (2) approach and attend to the negative emotions that
service users’ evoked, before allowing them to pass with self-compassion,
acceptance and empathy, rather than engaging in avoidance due to fears
of negative self-evaluation, for example, not seeing themselves as being
good social workers for having these feelings (Maddock et al., 2021). The
more that student social workers can operate out of this emotional space
and remain empathically attuned to the service user’s needs, even in diffi-
cult encounters, the less likely they are to discriminate or oppress a ser-
vice user by responding to them out of unconscious cognitive or
emotional biases (Thompson, 2012).

Using qualitative methods allowed the deeper exploration of the indi-
vidual experiences of social work students who completed the MBSWSC
programme and then implemented the learning from this programme in
their social work practice. This provided a clearer understanding as to
what learning individual group participants found to have been most
beneficial to their emerging social work practice. The results of this
study should, however, be interpreted with caution due to several limita-
tions. The data analysis for this study followed a systematic procedure to
ensure a certain degree of intersubjectivity of the findings, however,

Mindfulness-based Social Work and Self-Care Page 17 of 20

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcac094/6585564 by U

niversity of Edinburgh user on 16 N
ovem

ber 2022



qualitative methodology remains a subjective approach that reflects the
participants’ experiences and is, therefore, prone to researcher bias. The
participants in this study did not systematically differ from the students
from Maddock et al. (2021) who choose not to take part in this follow
up study. However, the fact that the seven students in this study opted
into the follow-up MBSWSC booster sessions and consented to being a
part of this study, indicates that these participants were positively biased.
In order to provide a starting point for students to begin their personal
reflections, it was necessary to include prompt questions for students to
consider, which related to the application of the learning from the
MBSWSC programme to their social work practice. The participants
were encouraged to feel free to offer any reflections that they felt might
be relevant, however, these questions may have limited the scope, and
accentuated some of the reflections offered. Using purposive sampling
and a single group of potentially positive biased participants means that
the findings from this research cannot be generalised to a larger popula-
tion of social work students (Grinnell and Unrau, 2011).

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study provides some promising
preliminary evidence that the MBSWSC programme might be a useful
social work self-care and practice training programme for students. It
shows how students developed adaptive approach-oriented stress and
anxiety coping skills as part of this programme and how they later
implemented these skills to manage adversity and uncertainty in their
emerging social work practice. This study also highlighted how the learn-
ing from the MBSWSC programme allowed students to develop in-
creased self-awareness, empathy, reflection and reflexivity skills, all of
which will likely enhance their capacity for anti-oppressive social work
practice. Social work educators could consider the implementation of
the MBSWSC programme (which is structured and manualised) as part
of their social work degree or master’s programmes. The improved ac-
cess to MBSWSC may allow social work students to develop the skills
necessary to be able to practice sustainably over the longer term, within
a profession with very high rates of stress, burnout and attrition.
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