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Abstract
Objectives Qualitative methods come along with specific methodological backgrounds and related empirical strengths and weak-
nesses. Research is lacking addressing the question of what it precisely means to study mindfulness practices from a particular
methodological point of view. The aim of this paper is to shed light onwhat qualities of mindfulness different qualitativemethods can
elucidate.
Methods Based on interviews stemming from participants of a consumer-focused mindfulness training (BiNKA), we undertook
a comparison of four different analyses, namely content analysis (CA), grounded theory (GT), interpretative-phenomenological
analysis (IPA), and discourse analysis (DA).
Results Independently applying the four methods on our data material led to the following findings: CA demonstrated that the
training had effects on self-awareness, well-being, and the development of ethical qualities and influenced pre-consumptive
stages of participants; GT revealed the complex set of conditions determining whether and how the mindfulness training
influenced the attendees; IPA highlighted the subjectivity of the mindfulness experience, suggesting that (1) different training
elements have varying effects on participants and (2) it is often not the meditation practice, but other course elements that cause
the effects experienced by the attendees; DA demonstrated that the course experience was influenced by subjective theories held
by the participants. In particular, they showed typical strategies of rationalizing their consumption.
Conclusions 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.
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In mindfulness research and practice, mindfulness-based in-
terventions (MBIs) represent a field of tremendous interest

that continues to receive growing attention. MBIs constitute
a class of training programs in which the participant is asked
to bring “awareness to current experience–observing and at-
tending to the changing field of thoughts, emotions and sen-
sations from moment to moment–by regulating the focus of
attention” (Bishop et al. 2004, p. 232). Recent research has
investigated the effects of MBIs in areas such as medicine
(Didonna 2009), psychotherapy (Germer et al. 2016), educa-
tion (Schonert-Reichl and Roeser 2016), economics (Ie et al.
2014), sports (Birrer et al. 2012), and even the military (Jha
et al. 2015). Additionally, dozens of systematic literature re-
views and meta-analyses have summarized an overwhelming
amount of individual studies, mostly confirming positive ef-
fects of mindfulness trainings on many different aspects, in-
cluding health and well-being (Black and Slavich 2016; Goyal
et al. 2014), emotion regulation (Hill and Updegraff 2012),
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attention and cognitive performance (Eberth and Sedlmeier
2012; Zenner et al. 2014), compassion and prosocial behav-
iors (Luberto et al. 2017), or sports performance (Bühlmayer
et al. 2017).

In view of this attention, it is not surprising that MBIs have
also become subject to critical appraisal (e.g., Van Dam et al.
2018). Quantitative measurements of mindfulness—
constituting the majority of mindfulness-related publications
(Van Dam et al. 2018)—have particularly come under attack
by different scholars. For example, a meta-study by Goyal
et al. (2014) identified several methodological flaws common
to quantitative mindfulness-related research, including research
biases, a lack of active reference groups, and insufficient attention
to placebo. More generally, it is argued that the existing quanti-
tative instruments (see for example Bergomi et al. 2013) are
barely appropriate to do justice to its “multidimensional nature”
(Grossman 2008, p. 407). They instead reduce mindfulness to
specific qualities that may be associated with it, but which may
also be attributed to other states and/or traits and do not capture
the phenomenon, e.g., an ability to maintain attention or be emo-
tionally nonreactive. In regard to its broader meaning, “clear
objective and observable [e.g. behavioral, physiological or emo-
tional] criteria of mindfulness are unavailable” (Grossman 2008,
p. 407), implying that mindfulness practice is experienced very
differently from one person to another. Hence, making a quanti-
tative, standardized approach to the phenomenon is a difficult
enterprise. Grossman (2019) additionally recently showed the
substantial degree to which quantitative investigations of mind-
fulness are fundamentally affected by the subjective influences
and biases they are assumed to mitigate. As a consequence,
proposals have been made to intensify the qualitative inquiry of
MBIs (Garland and Gaylord 2009; Grossman 2008, 2019).

In terms of the number and diversity of qualitative studies
published, it seems that this suggestion has been taken increas-
ingly seriously. Searching for “mindfulness AND qualitative”,
the SCOPUS data base alone shows an increase of annual publi-
cations from 14 in 2008 to 133 in 2018. Applying different qual-
itative methods such as grounded theory (GT), content analysis
(CA), or interpretative-phenomenological analysis (IPA), re-
searchers have aimed to deepen the understanding of MBIs’ im-
pacts and mechanisms in a broad range of fields including psy-
chotherapeutic settings (Williams et al. 2011), prisons
(Himmelstein et al. 2012), breast cancer treatments (Schellekens
etal.2016),education(Bannirchelvametal.2017), theworkplace
(Hugh-Jones et al. 2017), or childbirth (Malis et al. 2017).Similar
to meta-analyses in the field of quantitative research, first studies
arenowalsoavailableforqualitativemindfulnessresearch,which
attempt to synthesize the results of various studies (e.g., by using
meta-ethnography,Malpass et al. 2011).

Alongside the growing interest to study MBIs from a
qualitative angle, the question emerges whether a qualita-
tive approach is, per se, sufficient to overcome the meth-
odological difficulties related to the inquiry of the

phenomenon. There are at least three reasons for doubt:
firstly, while it appears obvious that qualitative approaches
are suited better for reconstructing the individual experi-
ences of mindfulness practice than quantitative research,
they are by no means immune to error and bias (Norris
1997). To the contrary, qualitative research is prone to
biases at all stages of the research process, beginning with
topic selection, to data collection and analysis, and to the
final step of publishing (Mehra 2002; Petticrew et al.
2008; Silverman 2000). In particular, different methodolo-
gies come along with specific distorting tendencies (e.g.,
Smith and Osborn 2008) and bring potential methodolog-
ical perspective biases (Deady 2011), so that there is no
good reason to assume that the qualitative investigation of
MBIs can be exempt from these tendencies. The second
reason is that research on mindfulness is particularly prone
to such biases. As mentioned above, the demand for qual-
itative research on mindfulness is grounded in the inten-
tion to reconstruct the individual experience of the prac-
tice. Methodologies inspired by phenomenology like IPA
seem to be perfectly suited for such an endeavor, as they
explicitly aim at making sense of the subjectively lived
experiences of research participants by interpreting their
interpretations of them. However, Grossman (2008), for
example, emphasized the importance of personal experi-
ence with mindfulness practices as a prerequisite for
studying the phenomenon. Although Grossman referred
to quantitative research, it appears no less likely that a
lack of personal experience with mindfulness practices
equally represents an obstacle in reconstructing the lived
experience of mindfulness practitioners. At the same time,
strong personal engagement in the practice or underlying
research interests can also restrict researchers’ objectivity
toward the phenomenon (Chavez 2008), and findings on
positive publication bias within mindfulness literature
(Nowogrodzki 2016) provide strong evidence that this is
commonly the case. Thirdly, it must be highlighted that
the application of a qualitative research method, albeit
allowing for a more comprehensive look at the object
under investigation than is generally possible from a quan-
titative angle, still represents a particular perspective on
this object. Such perspective, usually gained from observ-
ing small samples, entails procedures, assumptions and
theoretical lenses that make certain aspects visible while
others remain opaque (Morse and Chung 2003). In sum,
qualitative approaches toward mindfulness practices require
a critical and differentiated discussion in the same way as
is the case for quantitative studies (see Grossman 2019).

This background notwithstanding, methodological reflec-
tion remains scarce in current qualitative mindfulness research.
In fact, some publications do not even locate themselves within
a methodological perspective (see Malpass et al. 2011 for
examples). And even though most studies do (sometimes only
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roughly) indicate their research methodology, their explanation
remains mostly limited to general characteristics of qualitative
research. For example, they argue that it is well suited for
studying new areas of inquiry (Allan et al. 2009, p. 414), can
provide empirical insights in order to develop the theoretical
understanding of the phenomenon (Allan et al. 2009, p. 414),
and allows “to explore […] experience in as open-ended a
manner as possible” (Christopher et al. 2011, p. 322).
Similarly, explanations for selecting a specific method are bare-
ly provided along the actual topic of mindfulness, instead
depicting for example IPA and GTas approaches “for [a] more
open exploration of participants experience” and CA as a
“more focused and theory driven approach” (Sweeney 2016).
The application of GT is mostly justified by its theory-building
potential (Kerr et al. 2011), while IPA is deemed to make vis-
ible “the construction and meaningfulness of experiences”
(Williams et al. 2011, p. 382). Reflexive accounts analogously
remain on a rather general level, problematizing the influence
of subjective perspectives and presumptions (Haydicky et al.
2017) or the degree of engagement in the research procedure
(Hugh-Jones et al. 2017) on data analysis. All these papers have
in common that they lack an inquiry into what it precisely
means to study mindfulness practices and their effects in a
concrete field of application from a specific methodological
point of view. To our knowledge, no such empirical investiga-
tion of qualitative methodological analyses has yet been
undertaken—despite the above-mentioned insight into the need
for stronger methodological reflections.

This article sets out to contribute to this agenda. It uses data
material (in-depth interviews and practice diaries) from a
study of a consumption-specific MBI (BiNKA-training) car-
ried out between 2015 and 2018. The data were made subject
to a cross-methodical analysis in order to systematically com-
pare strengths and shortcomings of different methods when
looking at the effects of mindfulness training.

In total, the comparative analysis involved four qualita-
tive approaches: in addition to the common qualitative con-
tent analysis (CA), grounded theory (GT), and
interpretative-phenomenological analysis (IPA), we also in-
cluded a discourse analysis (DA), as this method carries a
specifically relevant, yet so far almost entirely neglected,
potential for inquiring mindfulness practice. In what fol-
lows, we will illustrate how using a pluralistic qualitative
method approach can cross-fertilize and overcome limita-
tions of the application of single qualitative methods when
studying mindfulness in general and the nexus between
mindfulness and sustainable consumption in particular. We
do that in the sense of a reflexive methodology (Alvesson
and Sköldberg 2017), hoping to contribute to “a consider-
ation of the perceptual, cognitive, theoretical, linguistic, (in-
ter)textual, political and cultural circumstances that form the
backdrop to – as well as impregnate – the interpretation”
(p. 11) of mindfulness-related inquiry.

Method

Participants

The MBI was delivered to two target groups, namely univer-
sity students and employees of three small and medium-sized
enterprises that declared their participation in the research
project beforehand (one engineering office, one market re-
search institute, one university). In total, six training groups
were implemented for each target group, resulting in a total
number of 12 training groups with a maximum group size of
12 participants. The training was advertised to university stu-
dents at the three universities in Berlin by means of a
university-wide website connected to sports program and
health promotion offerings. Employees were informed via
email of the possibility to attend the mindfulness training
within their enterprise. In accordance with ethical guidelines
of the German Psychology Association, participation was
completely voluntary, reimbursement was in the form of a
remitted course fee, and personal data of different measure-
ment times was linked via an anonymous personal code, so
inferences to individual persons were made impossible.
Individuals were excluded from participation when they
showed serious indications of psychological difficulties, based
upon a brief individual screening performed by the mindful-
ness trainer.

Out of n = 137 participants, 25were selected after the course-
attendance for semi-structured interviews, and 24 were included
in the analysis (the interview guidelines can be found at http://
achtsamkeit-und-konsum.de/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/
Interviewleitfaden_final.pdf.). While 13 participants of the
sample were chosen randomly, the other 12 were selected on
the basis of most extremes in values of pre- to post-intervention
change scores of the theoretically relevant quantitative scales
(e.g., those who showed greatest vs. least improvement on
scores putatively indexing facets of mindfulness, see below).

Procedure

Between 2015 and 2018, we carried out an intervention study
called BiNKA (German acronym for “education for sustain-
able consumption through mindfulness training. For more in-
formation about the research project, see http://mindfulness-
and-consumption.de/). The main assumption of the research
project was that mindfulness training might be a promising
way for fostering more sustainable consumption behavior.
This assumption was supported by evidence from a
systematic literature review of existing empirical, but almost
exclusively, correlational, cross-sectional, studies on the
nexus of mindfulness and sustainable consumption (Fischer
et al. 2017). In detail, the review outlines four mechanisms
according to which practicing mindfulness may possibly pos-
itively affect individuals’ way of consuming, namely through
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(1) enhancing concordance between attitudes and behaviors,
(2) increasing well-being related to decreasing the extent of
materialistic orientation, (3) fostering compassion and pro-
social behavior, and (4) disrupting unsustainable habitual be-
havior. However, the stocktaking also revealed that empirical
investigations of causal links between MBIs and consumer
behavior remain practically non-existent (Fischer et al. 2017).

Given the environmental urge to transform individual con-
sumer practices and mindfulness’ potential to contribute to
this aim, the research and development of the BiNKA project
set out empirically to explore whether mindfulness training
can, in fact, increase sustainable consumption in individuals.
The main objective of the project was to provide a compre-
hensive empirical investigation of the relationship between
mindfulness and sustainable consumption behavior, specifi-
cally whether consumption behaviors might be influenced
by means of mindfulness training. For that purpose, a
consumption-specific MBI was developed (BiNKA training),
and a portion of curriculum of the well-established MBSR
(mindfulness-based stress reduction) program developed by
Jon Kabat-Zinn (1991) was used and modified as a basis for
the training. The MBSR program comprises eight weekly
group sessions, one additional half-day session after week 6
(“day of mindfulness”) and, importantly, daily individual
practice. This program consists of a variety of elements,
among them formal meditation practice, group discussions
and reflections, insight talks and bodily exercises, including
mindful yoga. In addition to modified MBSR elements, the
BiNKA training was supplemented with specific consumer
education activities embedded in a framework of mindful
awareness, focusing on nutrition and clothing as two key do-
mains of sustainable consumption (Geiger et al. 2017; see
Stanszus et al. 2017 for a detailed account of the training
and its development, as well as Fritzsche et al. 2018 for a
practical toolkit illustrating exemplary exercises).

Interviews with course participants were conducted in
August and November 2016 by three senior researchers not
involved in teaching the intervention, each lasting between 35
and 70 min. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed
verbatim. Before the start of each interview, participants were
asked to consent to audiotaping the interview and were
reminded of their voluntary attendance, as well as their right
to refuse answers or stop the interview at any time. The inter-
view guidelines consisted of two parts. The first part of the
interview invited open-ended responses about participants’
general experiences in the MBI and their practices at home that
they deemed important to elaborate upon (“What did you ex-
perience in the training andwith your practice at home?”). They
were encouraged by the interviewer by means of follow-up
questions to deviate into whichever direction they considered
important to describe. In the second part, more detailed ques-
tions guided the interview, such as questions reflecting a general
description of their eating and shopping food routines and

possible changes to those behaviors over the last weeks
(“Would you please elaborate on your general behavior regard-
ing nutrition?”; “Did you experience any changes in relation to
your general behavior regarding nutrition in the past weeks?”),
or their understanding of consumption and sustainable con-
sumption (“What exactly is consumption to you?”, “How
would you describe sustainable consumption?”). Interviewees
were further asked if and how they perceived themselves more
mindful, and what exactly they understood by their experience
of mindfulness (“In your opinion, did you develop more ‘mind-
fulness‘? How would you know that/ how do you experience
that?”). At the conclusion, they were encouraged to ask any
open questions and were also informed about the state of the
study and the next steps of analysis. In addition to the inter-
views, course participants wrote diaries reporting and reflecting
on their daily mindfulness practice experiences as well as their
informal mindfulness practice “homework.” With the consent
of participants, the diaries were collected and included into the
analysis. All procedures performed in the study were in accor-
dance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or na-
tional research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declara-
tion and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.

Measures

The BiNKA study was predicated upon a mixed-methods de-
sign. The quantitative part aimed at empirically testing the afore-
mentioned mechanisms of mindfulness on participants’ con-
sumer behavior. For this purpose, all participants were surveyed
with a quantitative questionnaire shortly before (pre) and shortly
after (post) the intervention, as well as 6 months after comple-
tion of the training (follow-up). The qualitative inquiry was
integrated in the research project for four reasons: firstly, quan-
titative measures of mindfulness and empirical mindfulness in-
vestigations have been recently criticized and seen as insuffi-
cient sources of knowledge (see introduction). Therefore,
enriching the quantitative data with in-depth interviews and
course attendants’ diaries could engender a broader picture of
the training effects. Secondly, a qualitative approach might al-
low a detailed reconstruction of subjective experiences associ-
ated with participating in a specific consumer-focused mindful-
ness intervention, as well as provide insights into the relation
between mindfulness and consumption that go beyond pre-
determined hypotheses derived from the systematic literature
review (Fischer et al. 2017). Thirdly, the relation between mind-
fulness and (sustainable) consumption behavior has rarely been
investigated in a longitudinal study of mindfulness training. An
explorative approach toward this relation was hence also need-
ed, given the pioneering character of the BiNKA study.
Fourthly, we thought that a qualitative perspective could also
provide a somewhat more critical glance at mindfulness train-
ing, a viewpoint that is often neglected given the current,
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perhaps somewhat exaggerated, enthusiasm about the phenom-
enon (van Dam et al. 2018).

As mentioned above, the research team considered four
well-established methods for doing justice to these intentions,
namely CA, IPA, GT, and discourse analysis (after Keller
2011). CA is a systematic, rule-guided qualitative text analy-
sis, which is oriented towards the methodological quality
criteria of the quantitative research paradigm, but at the same
time integrates the openness of qualitative research methods
(Mayring 2000). CA has a number of advantages that suggest
it as the most appropriate method for triangulating qualitative
and quantitative findings. The primary advantage of CA ap-
peared to be that it allows to identify course effects and to
translate the already existing hypotheses on the mindfulness-
consumption nexus and use them in the analytical process
(e.g., Mayring et al. 2007). However, its descriptive nature
would necessarily restrict both the scope for interpreting the
subjective experiences of training attendees, as well as the
discovery of previously unconsidered relations between the
mindfulness training and individuals’ consumer behavior.
IPA is a qualitative method specifically tailored to make sense
of peoples’ lived subjective experience (e.g., mindfulness
practice) and the way they personally attribute meaning to this
experience (Smith and Osborn 2008). A potential drawback of
IPA is that it might impede the identification of cognitive
biases and socio-structural patterns expressed by individuals
when talking about their consumer behavior (Frank 2017;
Herbrik and Kanter 2016). GT is a method aiming at generat-
ing new hypotheses about a given phenomenon based on a
systematic gathering and analysis of data (Strauss and Corbin
1997). GTwas thought to allow us to combine the reconstruc-
tion of subjective experience and the discovery of supra-
individual patterns concerning the mindfulness-consumption
nexus, yet the intention to link it to existing hypotheses or
quantitative findings on course effects might restrict or even
bias its research outcome. DA, finally, appeared to be prom-
ising for the critical perspective on our MBI. DAs construe
language as social interaction and are concerned with the so-
cial contexts in which discourse is embedded. Therefore, in-
stead of interpreting participants’ reports on their mindfulness
experience as testimonies of the reconstruction of their per-
sonal reality, DA could shed light on the larger cultural frame-
work shaping course attendees' prior knowledge about and
expectations toward mindfulness practice.

In sum, choosing a single qualitative research methodology
without a priori curtailing the research objectives turned out to
be challenging. Given that systematic reflections on the poten-
tials and limitations of different qualitative methodologies on
MBIs, in general, and its relation to consumer behavior, in par-
ticular, were absent, the research team could not rely on previous
empirical experiences on the matter. Inspired by similar works
from marketing (Goulding 2005) and sustainability research
(Nightingale 2016), it was therefore decided to transform the

search for an appropriate qualitative method into a research
question on its own. A pluralistic qualitative research (Frost
2011) was chosen for the qualitative research study that allowed
to compare the application of different qualitative methodolo-
gies when investigating the nexus between mindfulness training
and consumer behavior and provide an empirical answer to the
question of what qualities of mindfulness qualitative studies
elucidate, as well as how these qualities of mindfulness may
relate to aspects of sustainable consumption.

Data Analyses

The different methods were each applied to the raw data. CA,
GT, and IPA were mainly conducted by the qualitative core
research team, consisting of two senior research fellows with
multiple years of experience in applying CA and GT and also
some experience with IPA. Their provisional results were regu-
larly made subject to larger interpretationmeetings that included
other members of the research team. Also, upon numerous oc-
casions, external researchers specialized in qualitative methods
participated. During these meetings, the two senior research
fellows presented their analytical approaches based on the data
material. In case of mutual agreement, these approaches were
further pursued, and otherwise either revised or rejected. In
addition, Pascal Frank and Daniel Fischer ran a research labo-
ratory at Leuphana University in which undergraduate students
applied CA and IPA on BiNKA interviews in order to obtain a
more independent perspective on the matter. The students’ anal-
yses provided an additional comparative framework in order to
further validate our findings. DAwas applied as an undergrad-
uate thesis project supervised by the qualitative research team.

Data analysis started in January 2017with the development
of the coding scheme for CA. While the student assistants
completed the coding process, the senior researchers sequen-
tially undertook the first two steps of GT and IPA, regularly
complemented by the aforementioned interpretation meetings.
We completed CA in September 2018, before coming back to
the last step of GT and IPA (again undertaken in sequential
order). While we intended to apply each method as ‘purely’ as
possible, we could not rule out cross-methodical influences.

Content Analysis

For the qualitative content analysis, we followed the proce-
dure suggested by Kuckartz (2014). We used semi-open cod-
ing to guide the analysis of the material through the theoretical
considerations of the overall project on the one hand, and to
maintain openness to phenomena occurring in the material, on
the other hand. A deductive coding scheme was developed to
reconstruct the subjective experience of participating in the
MBI. The quantitative hypotheses, as well as the interview
guideline and the respective theoretical foundations, were
used as a grid for developing a first version of the deductive
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code system, which was tested against the material. In addi-
tion, inductive categories were developed alongside the cod-
ing process in order to account for the likely appearance of
unanticipated effects. Subcategories were subsequently elab-
orated within an iterative coding and refining process until
25% of the data was unambiguously and completely catego-
rized in accordance with the scheme. Two student assistants
coded the remaining data material. Rooted in the codings, two
senior researchers wrote individual case summaries, synthe-
sizing and abstracting the central effects of the intervention
and its influence on participants’ consumer behaviors.

Grounded Theory

We adapted Strauss and Corbin’s (1997) understanding of GT to
our study’s context. The previously mentioned logistical and
broader methodological considerations did not allow for the
iterative loop between data collection and analysis otherwise
typical for GT research. However, the quantitatively grounded
extreme-case selection aimed at a diversification of interviewees
in terms of course effects. As suggested by Strauss and Corbin,
data analysis was undertaken in an iterative three-step coding
process. Firstly, each interview and the related diary were sub-
ject to an open-coding process, and categories, sub-categories,
as well as early overall hypotheses, were formulated. Secondly,
the axial-coding step was undertaken by comparing and apply-
ing generated categories and hypotheses to other interviews. In
this step, special attention was given to the systematic search for
opposing categories and contrary evidence (‘flip-flop tech-
nique‘, Corbin and Strauss 2008) within data material.
Provisional results of these processes were regularly discussed
within the research team in order to include a variety of theoret-
ical perspectives and avoid hasty conclusions, as recommended
by Strauss and Corbin (1997). Thirdly, during selective coding,
most relevant codes were identified and synthesized into main
themes, eventually leading to an overall theory answering the
BiNKA project’s key research questions.

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

The IPAwas guided by two main interests, namely to find out
(1) how participants experienced the BiNKA training and (2)
how (if at all) they experienced the relationship between the
training and their consumption practices. We applied the IPA
procedure as suggested by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012),
consisting of three steps: firstly, two independent researchers
read (and listened to) the interview material several times and
took notes about emerging observations and reflections on the
data. Secondly, recurring notes were transformed into themes,
related to the research questions. Thirdly, the senior researchers
identified relationships between the different themes and then
exchanged upon their findings. They developed clusters based

on clearly identified and agreed upon themes in order to work
out overarching patterns within the data.

Discourse Analysis

DA was conducted after the Sociology of Knowledge
Approach to Discourse (SKAD) (Keller et al. 2018). By
means of this research perspective, we aimed at investigating
prevailing social perceptions and interpretation patterns in par-
ticipants’ discourse around mindfulness, and whether these
patterns effected the course experience as well as the experi-
enced relation to the participants’ consumer behavior. As the
SKAD analysis does not provide a cut-and-dry method, but
we adapted the approach to the material as follows: firstly, we
identified those text passages in the interview material in
which the respondents explicitly spoke about their under-
standing of mindfulness and reported on their consumer be-
havior. This provided the base to identify patterns of interpre-
tation, perceptions, and collective social knowledge within the
scope of mindfulness and sustainable consumption. Secondly,
five interviews that represented the range of such patterns
were selected for in-depth analysis. These were systematically
compared to experts’ statements and opinions on the topic
drawn from the literature in order to connect them to the pre-
vailing ways people think of and speak about mindfulness and
sustainable consumption. We then proceeded to examine the
compiled ideas regarding mindfulness in the context of the
intervention, to investigate if and how these ideas influenced
the attendees’ experience in the training.

Results

Content Analysis

Applying CA to the interview material, we were interested in
the effects interviewees reported as a result of their participa-
tion in the consumption-specific mindfulness training. In ac-
cord with the aforementioned procedure, we abstracted four
main categories from the codings: (1) consumption behavior;
(2) pre-behavioral dispositions of consumption behavior; (3)
mindfulness-related effects with the three subcategories (a)
ethical qualities, (b) increased awareness, and (c) well-being;
and (4) no and potentially aversive effects.

In the first effect category, a decrease in the interviewees’
impulses to consumewas amain theme, e.g., for meat and sugar:

It’s more of a mind thing, that I actually do like to eat
meat, that I think it’s tasty, but I am often forbidding
myself to eat it. Especially non-sustainably sourced
meat. And in the [pizza with meat] situation [during
the training], I realized, I do not WANT that. I had this
feeling of disgust. IGSTUX.
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This often went alongside an increase in perceived self-
efficacy and, in one case, the development of sustainable con-
sumption behavior in a previously unreflected area, namely
organic food consumption. The latter respondent could, how-
ever, not trace the development back to a specific practice, but
spoke about the positive influence of the whole of the training:

I did not think much of organic products beforehand [...]
I am a vegan, but hmm, I thought it was a rip-off, be-
cause it is always much more expensive and basically,
it’s the same ingredients etc.” “But, hmm, lately, I have
been thinking, ok, I will spend the 30 cents extra and
buy the organic product instead. KG3STU3.

In total, four out of 25 interviewees mentioned such behav-
ioral changes as a consequence of the training.

In the second category, pre-behavioral dispositions like
awareness, attitudes, or intentions are considered a prerequi-
site for changes of habitually unsustainable consumption pat-
terns (e.g., Klöckner and Matthies 2004). Eight of the 25 in-
terviewees reported effects on these pre-behavioral disposi-
tions due to course participation. More precisely, they men-
tioned an increased importance of one’s own social and eco-
logical values, a strengthened intention to put those values
into action as well as an increase in appreciation and grateful-
ness for consumption goods.

With mindful eating, I experience the taste of every sin-
gle bite with more awareness and greater appreciation,
because I reflect on the origin of the products. When I
then shop mindfully, I pay more heed to sustainable,
organic, fair trade products. IG1STU10.

The third category, mindfulness-related effects, entails
all effects that occurred in response to the development
of mindfulness, some of which are potentially beneficial
for the development of sustainable consumption. They
do not, however, show an explicit relation to (changes
in) sustainable consumption. From 25 participants, 23
reported changes in three main themes. Firstly, an in-
creased well-being through a better capability of dealing
with stress and negative emotions and a more relaxed
handling of difficult situations were elaborated upon:

I had the feeling that [through the practice] a lot of things
did not bother me as much anymore, I could stay con-
nected with myself and better observe what is REALLY
happening. IG1STU2.

The second theme describes the more general development
of awareness for inner thoughts and processes. Many of those
realized patterns had a direct link to consumption (especially
food) or were related to reoccurring behavior such as habitual

reactions to stressful encounters at work or dealing with emo-
tional turmoil. Decreased reactivity, e.g., to upcoming nega-
tive emotions, was also reported as a likely consequence of
increased awareness:

To pay more attention to myself. To consider my behav-
ior more. This conscious dealing with emotions. In sit-
uations with both positive and negative emotions. I find
a little more joy in the positive moments and can handle
the negative ones better. IG2AN11.

The development of so-called ‘ethical virtues’ (e.g.,
Grossman 2015) or ethical qualities, was the third theme in
this category of codings, elaborated upon by half of the inter-
viewees. Descriptions included the evolution of equanimity in
relation to oneself and others, increase in empathy, a feeling of
enhanced connection to nature and fellow human beings, and
increases in compassion to others and oneself:

I am usually compassionate with my fellow humans
(e.g. leaving my place in the bus for elderly people
and helping them on the street), but mindfulness makes
those processes conscious for me and strengthens the
feeling of goodwill towards strangers. IG1STU10.

Two of the 25 participants reported to have experienced no
effects from the training at all. Furthermore, a few inter-
viewees spoke about a decrease in bad conscience when con-
suming unsustainably, which might result in more unsustain-
able consumption decisions and create adverse effects. Two
course attendees also reported a higher focus on individual
needs, which might also result, for example, in increased con-
sumption or switching to less sustainable choices, e.g., taking
the car instead of the train, or buying less organic food:

In that way, the training has […] opened my eyes […],
as it helped me, to accept more and to say to myself: Ok.
It is like that, because, maybe there is not enoughmoney
right now, to buy organic food. IG1STU2.

To summarize, despite few effects on the actual consump-
tion behavior, the content analysis was able to shed light on
the manifold perceived influences of the training on pre-
behavioral dispositions like awareness, attitudes, and inten-
tions. Furthermore, strong effects of increased awareness
about habitual behavioral and emotional patterns and devel-
opment of ethical qualities were found, relevant pre-
conditions for being able to change behavior consciously
and consistently. The analysis also showed the strong variety
of strength of effects in participants, yet without offering sub-
stantial answers as to why the effects were so different. It
became clear that more detailed and elaborate qualitative
methods would be needed to provide these answers.
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Grounded Theory

The application of GT allowed inquiry more generally into
what happened throughout the BiNKA training. This inquiry
included but was not limited to experienced course effects.
The first coding cycle led to 76 codes. These were clustered
into five overall descriptive categories: (i) course effects, (ii)
factors determining/influencing course effects, (iii) experienc-
ing the relation between mindfulness and consumption, (iv)
relating to the practice, and (v) talking about one’s consumer
behavior. Each category comprised a series of sub-categories.
For example, ‘course effects’ summarized the sub-categories
‘positive’, standing for actually reported effects that were
clearly explained by course participation, ‘negative’
representing effects hypothesized in the literature that we
could actually not find and (c) potentially adverse effects re-
garding the promotion of sustainable consumption. Positive
effects were further differentiated according to general or
consumption-related effects.

When comparing the different codes within the categories,
it quickly became apparent that the way participants perceived
the BiNKA training as well as its effects on their consumer
behavior varied strongly from one attendee to another. While
some participants clearly saw a relation between the training
and consumption and stated either changes of their actual
consumer behavior or preliminary stages of the latter (aware-
ness, attitudes, intention), others could not make such a con-
nection and did not report any effects regarding their individ-
ual consumption. On the one hand, almost all participants
report that the training led to an increased awareness of their
inner states and processes (e.g. emotions, thoughts, needs) and
an increased attention toward the social and natural environ-
ment. Moreover, the majority of course attendees mentioned
positive effects on their well-being, often related to improved
coping mechanisms with stress and the cultivation of ethical
qualities, such as compassion, patience, openness, or equa-
nimity. On the other hand, reported positive effects were often
observed in singular situations or transiently occurred only
directly after the training; hence they did not necessarily show
lasting changes. In addition, we also found some course ef-
fects that could be considered as detrimental to promoting
sustainable consumption. For example, some participants re-
ported feeling more relaxed and less negative about consum-
ing in opposition to their values, thereby reducing the affective
motivation to consume in a sustainable way.

Overall, these findings led to the hypothesis that the effects
of a consumer-focused mindfulness training are strongly in-
fluenced by factors independent of the actual practice. Within
the data material, we could detect many of these factors, in-
cluding the relation with the teacher and the group, previous
experience with the practice, the time, and duration of the
training (i.e., ‘exposure’ to the intervention) and general living
conditions of the participants. Variations in subjective theories

(Groeben et al. 1988) of themselves, meditation practice, con-
sumption, and sustainability turned out to be of particular
relevance for understanding course effects and judgment of
the training. For example, some participants believed the prac-
tice of meditation should switch off thinking and lead to a
feeling of relaxation. However, when they realized in practice
that they were still thinking and becoming agitated, this led to
disappointment and the impression that they did not have the
ability to meditate:

I had the feeling that it did not work properly. I mean that
my mind immediately started wandering. Sometimes I
had the feeling that my mind jumped from one topic to
another every few seconds […]. I thought that it should or
must work in a certainmanner and observed that it did not
work this way for me. IG1STU10.

Similar effects were observed with regard to the partici-
pants’ consumer behavior. Participants who considered their
consumer behavior to be morally problematic, but thought to
have ignored its impacts, tended to report increased negative
emotions due to the expanded consciousness about their
attitude-behavior gap:

Interviewer (Int): Did you recognize any changes with
regard to your eating habits or your purchasing behavior
with regard to clothes during the last weeks? Participant
(P): Yes, I think so. Especially regarding clothes I started
to reflect more. And I recognize that I have a guilty
conscience more often. IG2AN12.

In contrast, people stating that one should not feel bad
when occasionally consuming against their attitudes yet had
experienced feelings of guilt experienced reduced negative
emotions due to course participation:

The course participation probably gave me more seren-
ity in this matter. Because I do tend to have a guilty
conscience when I’m aware that I cannot act in accor-
dance with my own moral standards. In this regard […],
the course helped me to accept that. IG1STU2.

In sum, GT analysis corroborated the findings of CA that
the BiNKA training increased awareness of inner states and
processes (e.g., emotions, thoughts, needs) and led to an in-
creased attention toward the social and natural environment.
However, how people interpreted and made use of this aware-
ness varied significantly and seemed to be influenced by a
multitude of factors. In many cases, they stayed in line with
and stabilized preexisting subjective theories, leaving the im-
pression that the BiNKA participants tended to interpret the
course experience in a way such that it confirmed the expec-
tations they held of it in the first place.
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

IPAwas applied to find out how participants experienced the
BiNKA training and how they interpreted this experience.
Given the training’s focus on consumption, a special interest
was to find out whether participants would relate their training
experiences to their consumer behavior.

In terms of general course experience, we clustered the
attendees’ reports into three categories, namely (a) the imme-
diate experience of the practice, (b) the perceived effects of the
BiNKA training, and (c) the perception of factors that influ-
enced the course experience. Overall, most participants de-
scribed the course attendance as positive, using adjectives as
pleasant, relaxing, or centering to summarize their experience.
They said that the practice helped them in decreasing rumina-
tion and becoming more in touch with the current moment by
focusing on their breath or bodily sensations, which was per-
ceived as resulting in a more attentive, conscious state of
mind. However, the various elements of the training were
experienced very differently by different participants. While
some felt at ease with the body-scan practice and breath
awareness, others stated that they quickly fell asleep when
scanning their body or that observation of the breath induced
a sense of nervousness.

I felt more comfortable with certain practices than with
others. For example, I could much better relate to the
breath observation than to the other methods. IG2AN9.

Similarly, another practice, Metta meditation (a practice
aimed at invoking thoughts and feelings of kindness) was
conceived as particularly valuable by some, while others had
less positive experiences with it, felt rather overwhelmed or
could not relate to the technique at all:

I tried to look at a current conflict of mine. I tried to
imagine that person with whom I’m currently having
difficulties and then expand my compassion to her. I
think I was probably overburdened with that, because
it simply did not work. I could not detach myself from
my feelings. IG1STU10.

Differences between course practice and homework prac-
tice were also highlighted by the participants: while practicing
at home may allow individuals to adopt exercises to their own
specific needs and pace, some participants voiced their strug-
gle to integrate the practices into their daily life. In some
occasions, this led to feelings of pressure or guilt when skip-
ping practicing or an inner restlessness when it was, indeed,
done, more like a chore than a support:

Then it was always like this: I still have to do that, to
check it off somehow. In these cases [...], it felt more like

a task I had to do and less like something that was good
for me. Something I wanted to do for myself. IG3STU4.

The analysis also revealed a variety of factors influencing the
course experience that were not directly related to the actual
practice, such as the effects of the group constellation or the
time of the training. For example, some attendees reported dis-
comfort in doing the training with colleagues, which hindered
the sharing and deepening of their personal experiences.

I sometimes found the questions and techniques prob-
lematic in this group constellation. I experienced them
as somewhat invasive. IG2AN9.

For others, the group turned out to be key for their positive
course experience. Those participants felt a strong support by
the group, because exchangeswith other participantsmade them
realize “they were not alone” with their personal difficulties.

In terms of reported effects, IPA initially revealed an in-
creased awareness of inner states and processes, as well as an
increased attention toward the social and natural environment.
The majority of course participants stated positive effects on
their well-being, often related to improved coping mechanisms
with stress and the cultivation of ethical qualities. Nevertheless,
they usually described their increased awareness or positive
effects on well-being as “subtle”, “not life-changing”, even
though one interviewee left the course with a “whole new per-
spective on life” (IG3AN8). In sum, the IPA showed that the
BiNKA training was experienced very differently from one
participant to another, albeit there was a clear tendency toward
small positive immediate and lasting effects on awareness,
well-being and ethical virtues, such as compassion or a feeling
of connection to nature and fellow human beings.

Concerning the experience of the relation between mind-
fulness and consumption, the majority of course participants
were theoretically able to construe a relation between mind-
fulness and sustainable consumption as hypothesized be a
consequence of the BiNKA course (see Stanszus et al. 2017):

I liked the pedagogical approach behind the course. The
idea that people develop the insights by themselves,
through mindfulness and observation and not through
instruction. IG2AN12.

However, only in a few cases, participants reported actual
effects on their consumer behavior. Some mentioned affective
changes related to their consumption (e.g., less appetite for
meat) and stated that their increased awareness for inner pro-
cesses helped them better to connect to their actual needs,
resulting in the avoidance of consumer goods they considered
problematic (e.g., sugar, meat). In opposition to the BiNKA
training’s core intention to foster more sustainable consumption
choices through stimulating affective-motivational
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competencies among course attendees, about one third of the
participants pointed out the role of the more discursive-
intellectual consumer education activities and the group ex-
change as the important links between the training and
consumption:

Int: Do you think that such a consumer-focused mind-
fulness training can be useful in order to develop a more
sustainable consumer behavior? P: Yes, I would think
so. Especially when you are together with people that
have thought about these topics beforehand […]. Some
people might not have reflected upon these topics in
advance, but others have done so for a long time already.
And then there is an exchange. Int: So you think it’s the
group exchange? P: Yes, I think it’s the group exchange.
IG3AN8.

Some did not see any relation at all, reasoning, for example,
that mindfulness training was rather “self-centered”, that is, an
internal affair, whereas consumption and sustainability consti-
tuted “external issues”.

Discourse Analysis

Even if mindfulness is characterized as an open-minded state
of pure observation (e.g., Bodhi 2013; Kerr et al. 2011), par-
ticipants’ experiences in an MBI are always framed in a spe-
cific sociocultural context. Not only can the personal course
experience be influenced by external factors like time (e.g.,
the season or time of day) or the particular setting in which it
occurs, but the larger cultural framework will shape the par-
ticipants prior knowledge about and expectations toward
mindfulness practice. Discourse analysis intends to under-
stand individuals’ life experiences and the way they generate
meaning from the latter against the backdrop of this cultural
framework. For this study, we aimed to reconstruct relevant
patterns of speaking about and making sense of mindfulness
training. In this respect, we investigated whether—and if so in
which way—subjective ideas of mindfulness influenced the
experience of the BiNKA training. Furthermore, we also ana-
lyzed the way people talked about their consumer behavior
and investigated whether the attendees’ discourse on con-
sumption somehow differed from prevailing patterns identi-
fied in the literature on the topic.

Regarding the first line of inquiry—participants’ percep-
tion of mindfulness—we found three striking interpretation
schemes: the first result was the instrumental perspective on
the practice. Many participants attended the course with the
intention of benefiting from mindfulness on a personal level,
in terms of reducing stress or gaining greater awareness in
their daily life by means of the application of short mindful-
ness exercises. Several attendees, furthermore, stated that they
expected to receive hands-on tools that could easily and time

effectively be adopted to help them to become more efficient,
e.g., in their work life. One participant (KG1AN1) described
mindfulness as “another tool for his toolbox,” which allows
him to get relaxed within a short amount of time and to be
ready for action immediately afterwards. Examining this find-
ing in relation to the existing mindfulness literature, it appears
that it reflects a general trend, as discussed by experts like
Hyland (2017). He claimed this understanding of mindfulness
represents a misuse or even abuse of the concept of mindful-
ness based upon original Buddhist notions of the phenome-
non, because it can easily result in a contradiction to the ethical
foundation of the Buddhist traditions that include kindness,
compassion, detachment of material goods, and solidarity
(see Grossman 2015). Mindfulness in the described context
of instrumentalization is expected to offer specific help and to
contribute to the solution of personal problems in an instru-
mental and technical way. This perception contrasts with the
intervention logic of the conducted MBI as self-exploration
and a time-consuming, gradual path in which altered perspec-
tives and understandings of self, experience and the world
may evolve. An example of the differences between partici-
pants’ expectations and the actual underlying aims of inter-
vention of the course could be seen by the fact that many
attendees reported they did not perform or continue to practice
the course exercises, or they disliked them because the expect-
ed results did not occur.

Secondly, it became apparent that many participants did not
include the practice of meditation in their idea of mindfulness
but, in fact, completely separated the two terms from each
other. This was expressed by reports that many participants
liked the idea of mindfulness but did not feel comfortable
about practicing meditation. For one attendee mindfulness
“is talking about certain topics and raising awareness regard-
ing those topics […] but that has, in my opinion, nothing to do
with meditation”. IG1AN12.

This separation seems to be a general trend in the Western
understanding of mindfulness. As Valerio (2016) demonstrat-
ed, mindfulness-related publications are often concerned with
the concept of mindfulness without considering any form of
meditation practice. This way of understanding represents a
change in the perception of what mindfulness is, in contrast to
the Buddhist traditions where mindfulness is not seen as truly
practiced or cultivated without some kind of meditation prac-
tice (Bodhi 2013, p.20), and meditation and mindfulness are,
moreover, inextricably interwoven. Understanding meditation
and mindfulness as being two separate and distinct practices
affected the BiNKA course experience insofar as many par-
ticipants often did not carry out the meditation exercises, ar-
guing that they did not consider these practices necessary for
developing their state of mindfulness.

The third finding was the distinction respondents made
between mindfulness and science. Many attendees seemed
to struggle with considering mindfulness within a scientific
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context, which could be seen in statements where mindfulness
was described as something ‘non-scientific’. Furthermore,
many respondents associated mindfulness with notions of
“esoterism”, “spirituality”, and “mysticism”, like in the fol-
lowing quote:

In fact, I’m really interested in the topic of mindfulness.
But […] it always has a slightly esoteric character,
which I really do not like. IG3AN10.

This linkage presented a hindrance for some participants in
their experience, as their expectations were not fulfilled by the
course: they expected it, for example, to “deliver more actual
‘facts’” and did not consider mindfulness or meditation as an
evidence-based practice (science, in contrast, was considered
to epitomize evidence-based knowledge), which kept them
from fully engaging in the practices.

Concerning the participants’ way to talk about their con-
sumer behavior, we found three similar discursive patterns to
what current research on the topic suggests. Namely, they
demonstrated a strong tendency to rationalize apparently un-
sustainable consumption (e.g., Frank 2017), e.g.,

I would like to consume more sustainably […] I would
really prefer if people would not treat animals just as
products to satisfy their needs […], but to afford sustain-
ability one has to earn accordingly well. IG2AN9.

Furthermore, they neutralize their own behaviors
(Chatzidakis et al. 2007) and speak in hypothetical sentences
when reflecting their intentions to consume more sustainably
(Herbrik and Kanter 2016), e.g.,

Personally, I almost have to accept that I have to buy bad
stuff []. Even if I spend more money the T-Shirts are
produced in Bangladesh […], okay maybe I would have
a choice […], but then the price is for me personally too
high […]. Regarding my conscience, I would really love
to buy a fair-trade T-Shirt, it’s not that I do not care […]
but it’s almost like as if you were forced to buy the bad
stuff. IG1AN12.

None of the attendees reported on insights into such psy-
chological mechanisms (as Vago 2014 suggests) or gave evi-
dence of increased self-determination (Levesque and Brown
2007) related to consumption. Discourse on personal con-
sumption thus seemed unaffected by the BiNKA training.

To summarize, the DA of the interview data identified sev-
eral ideas and perceptions that clearly reflect broader issues
that figure centrally in both the academic and public debate
and notions about mindfulness. This analysis indicated that
many respondents were strongly influenced by such ideas
and perceptions during their participation in the BiNKA

program. This underlines the potency of contextual factors
and discursive patterns that are likely to influence the experi-
ence and effects of an MBI. When examining the way people
spoke about their consumer behavior, the training did not
seem to have much of an impact on the attendees.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the results of different
qualitative methods for analyzing interview data in mindful-
ness research. For this purpose, we investigated how partici-
pants of a consumption-specific MBI related their experiences
with mindfulness and meditation practice to the thematic con-
text of sustainable consumption. This research interest was
motivated by an observed certain lack of reflection within
current qualitative research on mindfulness: different qualita-
tive methods have been applied without considering their in-
dividual strengths, weaknesses and biases with regard to the
research topic. Instead of contributing to overcome the various
problems related to qualitative research, an undifferentiated
application of qualitative research methodologies thus risks
to engender further unclarities and potentially bias and ob-
scure research findings. Analyzing interview data from a
consumption-specific MBI (BiNKA training) with four me-
thodical angles (content analysis, grounded theory,
interpretative-phenomenological analysis, discourse analysis),
this study’s intention has been to contribute to closing this gap
and laying the foundation for a reflexive methodology
(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2017) of qualitative research on
mindfulness.

Overall, we found that the application of these four
methods did not reveal sharply distinct understandings of the
participants’ mindfulness experience during this particular
program or the experienced relation between mindfulness
and consumption. Yet, each method did elucidate unique as-
pects of the research object, not revealed by the other analytic
approaches: CA constituted a relatively easily applicable
method that provided a quick overview on the effectiveness
of the BiNKA training. It demonstrated that the training had
clear effects on perceived awareness, well-being and the de-
velopment of ethical qualities on the side of the participants
and also indicated the potential for influencing their pre-
consumptive stages (values, intentions, attitudes,
consumption-related awareness). GT added insight into the
complex set of conditions determining whether and how the
mindfulness training influenced the attendees. IPA, in con-
trast, highlighted the subjectivity of the mindfulness experi-
ence and its link to consumption, suggesting that (1) different
training elements had varying effects on participants and (2) it
was often not the meditation practice, as such, which linked
the training to consumption, but rather the more general edu-
cational components embedded in the training curriculum.
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Finally, DA demonstrated that the short-termmindfulness prac-
tice offered through the BiNKA training did not provide access
to ‘pure’ or ‘unbiased’ experience, even though some scholarly
definitions of mindfulness might suggest that can occur.
Mindfulness experience in our program was rather shown to
be influenced by the prevailing preconceptions and discourse
on the topic (and this may have seeped in via outside influence
or even via the views and biases of the MBI instructors them-
selves, since they are also susceptible to current sociocultural
and other influences). In particular, course attendees sometimes
showed typical strategies for rationalizing and legitimizing their
personal consumer behaviors. In sum, each method offered
distinct insights that would not have been accessible through
the application of a single method.What the combination of the
different methods, therefore, allowed was to take different per-
spectives on the research object that supplemented and enriched
one another, thereby providing a more nuanced and holistic
picture (Morse’s and Chung 2003) of the participants’mindful-
ness experiences and their relation to sustainable consumption
behavior during the BiNKA training.

Furthermore, the pluralistic qualitative research turned out
to be a promising way to inform single methodical ap-
proaches, hence helping to avoid hasty, one-sided and biased
interpretations concerning our research topic. As Alvesson
and Sköldberg (2017) put it, “the researcher can very often
make the empirical material more or less fit into the preferred
framework” (p. 370). Depending on a researcher’s personal
relation to mindfulness practice, it is easy to find evidence for
or against the effectiveness of such a training. Regarding the
BiNKA project, some of the researchers were, in fact, actively
engaged in regular mindfulness practice. An exclusive appli-
cation of CA might have led to an overestimation of the pos-
itive effects of the training. On the other hand, an isolated
application of DA could have prevented seeing the clear ten-
dency of the intervention to have positive effects on aware-
ness, well-being, and ethical virtues of the training. This
allowed for a more humble, critical, and self-reflective inter-
pretation of the data material. For example, the initial CA
coding did not distinguish between singular and lasting effects
of the training, thereby exaggerating the program’s actual ef-
fectiveness. IPA helped to clarify this issue by elucidating this
distinction in people’s reports of their course experience. This
example illustrates how the in-depth analysis of the individual
course experience through IPA helps to get a more detailed
understanding of the effects of a mindfulness training and their
conditionality. Such a detailed understanding is no default part
of CA application. Another case is the way people spoke
about their consumer behavior and the way it was affected
by the BiNKA training. Attendees would often express per-
ceived changes regarding their consumption without actually
being able to precisely describe them. Applying CA, such
statements were coded as reports on the course effectiveness.
However, a discourse-analysis-inspired perspective can

remind us that interviews constitute an opportunity for ‘moral
story-telling’ (Silverman 2000) and allow interviewees to
“frame their accounts in a politically conscious manner”
(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2017, p. 365). Against this back-
drop, we discarded any kind of speculative statement on
consumption-related changes unless interviewees were able
to illustrate them with concrete examples.

What makes this mutual information possible is the entan-
glement of distinct epistemological perspectives and
paradigms coming along with the different methods. As
Frost (2011) points out, “using different methods to analyze
data means that different ways of looking at the data are being
brought to the process” (p. 150). Obviously, none of these
ways is better than another. They all make unique contribu-
tions to the understanding of the phenomenon under investi-
gation, thereby developing a more holistic understanding of
the latter. CA, as applied within the BiNKA study, provided a
positivist point of view, looking at observable effects resulting
from the training. While GT and IPA also included positivist
elements, their underlying paradigm can was primarily con-
structivist-interpretive: Both looked at the way participants
generated meaning from their course experience. While in
the case of IPA, the inquiry sticks more strongly to what the
interviewees report about their subjective experience, GT
analysis is not interested in the subjective experience as such,
but rather aims to disclose a larger social phenomenon behind
these reports. In our study, this allowed to make visible the
subjective differences in experiencing and hence benefiting
from the various course elements through IPA, on the one
hand, while on the other hand identifying transsubjective fac-
tors influencing the course experience by applying GT. DA,
finally, looked at the BINKA training from a rather critical and
even deconstructive point of view, in the sense that it looked
for evidence questioning the very essence of what some
scholars claim mindfulness practice to be: a state of pure ob-
servation. Overall, combining such perspectives seems partic-
ularly relevant for mindfulness research, which is suffering
from a positive publication bias (Nowogrodzki 2016) and a
general tendency insufficiently to address and critically reflect
methodological hindrances and epistemological assumptions
(Van Dam et al. 2018). Enriching positivist paradigms with
more differentiated constructivist-interpretive or even critical-
deconstructivist perspectives might help to evaluate the effec-
tiveness and appropriateness of mindfulness practices more
accurately. Pluralistic analysis may also contribute to better
understanding of what is often implicitly being conveyed by
mindfulness instructors, as well as by program content, en-
abling us to refine teaching and practices. As this study shows,
the type of qualitative analysis allows us to acknowledge
mindfulness’s positive potential while also recognizing its
limitations, hence contributing “to surmount the prior misun-
derstandings and past harms caused by pervasive Mindfulness
Hype” (Van Dam et al. 2018, p. 22).
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Of course, a pluralistic qualitative approach to mindfulness
comes along with new challenges and shortcomings. Two of
these became particularly relevant in our study. Firstly, there
are practical limitations to the resources and capacities (also
researchers’ skills) that research projects can dedicate to the
qualitative investigation of MBIs. When choosing to analyze
data material with different methodical lenses, the diversity of
insights comes to some extent at the expense of greater depth
of exploration. For example, we could only touch upon the
observation that different training elements were perceived
very differently from one participant to another, despite this
fact’s relevance for the research project. The impression that
many attendees in this particular mindfulness-based interven-
tion highlighted the more traditional consumer education ac-
tivities integrated into the training as useful in terms of their
learning experiences and less often the meditation practice, as
such, is a very relevant finding, given that the research project
sought to investigate the potential contributions of a mindful-
ness training to the field of education for sustainable con-
sumption. Unfortunately, it was not possible to go back to
the participants and investigate this aspect in further detail.
Nevertheless, it is also clear that qualitative inquiries can nev-
er reach completion anyway, nor can related theories be finally
proven or rejected on the basis of qualitative analysis
(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2017). However, our arguments
should not be mistaken as a naive request to multiply the
numbers of methodical approaches in qualitative mindfulness
research. It may not always be necessary or fruitful to fully
apply several methods within a research project. Following
Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2017) suggestion, it is equally
possible to analyze a selected part of the data material with a
different method. Furthermore, we suggest complementing a
methodical perspective with partial or full application of con-
trasting methods and to use such a multifaceted approach as a
heuristic tool to inspire one’s research and theoretical consid-
erations, as well as to raise awareness of personal assumptions
and biases.

A second difficulty of a pluralistic qualitative research is
that it might affect criteria such as reliability, generalizability
and objectivity of the research (Frost 2011). The application of
different approaches by the same researchers will inevitably
influence the interpretations and might thus blur the individual
findings of each method. In situations in which the proper
application of a specific method stands as the focus of the
research project, this can, in fact, be a problem. However, this
shortcoming is compensated by the benefit to the research’s
comprehensibility and self-reflexivity. As discussed above,
the reciprocal influence of the methods constitutes a central
epistemic strength, as it enriches each approach by making
visible new aspects of the phenomenon that would have
remained unseen from a single methodical angle. Moreover,
(qualitative) research is always dependent on the researcher,
his/her specific disciplinary background, methodical training

as well as interests and paradigms he/she holds (e.g., Frost
2016). In our experience, it is a great strength of using more
than one method to make these more visible and hence render
the interpretative process more transparent.

Limitations and Future Research

Our approach itself has a number of limitations that in the spirit
of a reflexive methodical account need to be made transparent.
Four restrictions seem to be particularly relevant to us. The first
major limitation is that the comparison of methods was limited
to the data-analysis phase only. This limitation resulted primar-
ily from the fact that our decision to investigate the specific
contributions of various qualitative methods in the field of
mindfulness research was only made during the course of the
research study process, thus preventing preparatory work that
would have been advantageous. In particular, the interview de-
sign was not specifically tailored to a combined qualitative anal-
ysis and remained stable throughout the data collection. This
entails at least two consequences: For one, method-specific pro-
cedures in the collection of data, such as the iterative entangle-
ment of data collection and data analysis as well as the adapta-
tion of the interview guideline, as is for example applied in
grounded theory, could not be undertaken. Therefore, the poten-
tial of the different methods could not be fully unleashed. For
another, the interview guidelines had a focus on the effects
experienced by the interviewees due to course participation
and was hence more strongly oriented toward the content anal-
ysis. This orientation most probably influenced the statements
of the interviewees and hence restricted the potential findings of
each method from the outset. However, the extent of this influ-
ence has not been at the focus of this research and defines an
important limitation in regard to its self-reflection. Expanding
the comparison to the data collection would have allowed a
more detailed understanding of how data collection effects the
findings concerning MBI research. Further inquiry addressing
the methodical sensitivity of (qualitative) mindfulness research
is needed to shed light on this aspect.

A second limitation results from the fact that the applica-
tion of the different methods in our investigation was partly
carried out by the same persons. Efforts were made to achieve
further external validation of the study results through inter-
pretation meetings, the inclusion of student assistants in the
coding process, an undergraduate research lab and out-
sourcing DA to a Bachelor thesis. A more rigorously indepen-
dent application of the methods for further comparative stud-
ies would be desirable and of interest. It must be kept in mind,
however, that (qualitative) research is always dependent on
the researcher, his/her specific disciplinary background, me-
thodical training and specific interests, paradigms and other
skills that he/she possesses. Considering this limitation, a step
further in the sense of self-reflexive methodology, it might be
valuable systematically to analyze researcher sensitivity in
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regard to mindfulness research more generally in future
research.

Third, some of the findings described above could only be
too briefly touched upon, since the diversity of insights we
obtained came at the expense of greater depth of exploration.
Especially the role of subjective theories and the impression
that the training confirmed these theories instead of making
them conscious constitutes a particularly relevant line of in-
quiry for further research on mindfulness practice that has
only been addressed briefly in this study.

Fourth and finally, it needs to be clarified that our findings
concern a particular MBI, underpinned by a specific interpre-
tation of what mindfulness is and how it may be facilitated and
taught by specific people. Hence, there are good reasons to
assume that other teachers and curricula might have elicited a
very different pattern of response and experience. This raises
two questions that remain unaddressed due to the confined
scope of this study, namely (1) to what extent the findings
discussed above can be generalized and (2) which role the
teachers delivering the BiNKA training played in bringing
about these findings, in particular with regard to how their
subjective theories on mindfulness (and consumption) may
have affected the attendees’ course experience. Especially
the latter question seems to be a very much neglected issue
of mindfulness research, yet inquiring it could help under-
standing both program developers and teachers as to what
they are actually doing and how this relates to the idea of
mindfulness in general.

Despite the limitations mentioned above, we believe we
have shown how pluralistic qualitative mindfulness research
can be used to identify blind spots and limitations of a single
method, generally increase the self-reflexiveness of one’s meth-
odological approach, and thus help to arrive at a more differen-
tiated and comprehensive understanding of mindfulness prac-
tice. It would be desirable to intensify the method-reflexive
discussion here in a joint effort to conduct not only more, but
better quality, qualitative mindfulness research and, in a further
step, to extend it to the combination of different methods, for
example, in the field of mixed-methods studies and the combi-
nation of qualitative methods with neuroscience.
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