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Study Purpose

Change is the new normal for courts. Those who
work in and with courts have spent the last several
years continuously adapting operations to ensure the
ongoing delivery of justice in a pandemic world. And
the pandemic is but one of the many driving forces of
change potentially impacting courts.! While change
brings possibilities, it can also overwhelm and cause
burnout. Results of multiple surveys sponsored by
the American Psychological Association and the
American Psychiatric Association over the last few
years indicate that Americans continue to experience
stress in record amounts since the onset of the
pandemic.?

Building a mindfulness capacity is one strategy many
in the public and private sectors are embracing to
build thoughtful, creative, and resilient workforces
ready to respond to ongoing demands.3 Mindfulness
involves paying attention in an open and curious way
to the experiences of the present moment. Research
shows that it helps combat mind wandering and
making “autopilot” decisions. It also enhances
creative problem-solving and reduces stress,
emotional exhaustion, and burnout.4

During the summer of 2022, the National Center for
State Courts (NCSC) offered an opportunity for those
who work in and with courts to practice mindfulness
across an 8-week period.5 The primary purpose for
offering the program was to bring attention to
mindfulness as a possible strategy for reducing stress
and increasing well-being to members of the court
community. A secondary purpose was to collect data

Executive Summary

A mindfulness program offered through a
free, mobile app and weekly webinar
meetings showed promise for increasing
mindfulness and well-being and reducing
stress among a convenience sample of
individuals who work in and with courts.
Because of the high attrition rates,
common to these types of studies, the
findings are promising but should be
interpreted with caution. Additional
research to build the evidence on
mindfulness programs for the court
community is encouraged.

Among those who participated, feedback
about the program was largely positive.
Participants found the mobile app user-
friendly and engaging, and the half-hour
weekly webinars with a mindfulness
instructor useful and engaging.

Results suggest that building a judicial
education mindfulness program around a
mobile app is a cost-effective approach
that is flexible to implement and helps
some in the court community enhance
their mindfulness and well-being and
reduce their stress. Future mindfulness
programs should include evaluations to
further our knowledge on which features
of the programs are of greatest benefit to
participants and whether the programs
are more likely to affect well-being and
stress in distinct subsets of the court
community.

1 This document was developed under grant number SJI-18-P-050 from the State Justice Institute. The points
of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies
of the State Justice Institute. Copyright © 2023 National Center for State Courts.




to inform decisions about incorporating mindfulness into judicial branch education and
training programs more generally.

Description of NCSC Mindfulness Program

The 8-week program used the free, science-based Healthy Minds Program mobile
application (app), developed by Healthy Minds Innovations, Inc., a nonprofit affiliated with
the Center for Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.® The app combines
podcast-style lessons and practice sessions using various types of meditations. The NCSC
provided participants with instructions for using the app and a suggested curriculum to
follow during the 8-week period.” We asked participants to use the app for at least 15
minutes a day to build a daily practice. We encouraged them to prioritize consistency in
practice over following the curriculum. We also encouraged them to complete additional
lessons or practice sessions if desired, and explore other meditation sections of the app.

In addition to following the app, the NCSC offered virtual, voluntary, half-hour, weekly
sessions with a certified mindfulness instructor who is also a former court professional.
Each session typically consisted of a brief “settling-in” exercise, a 10-minute guided
meditation, and time for questions and answers. In addition to the webinar’s Q&A feature,
participants were able to submit questions in advance of the webinar. All group sessions
were conducted via the Zoom webinar platform and were recorded for those who could not
attend.®

Program Participants

Initially, 238 individuals registered for the program, and 8 subsequently withdrew or opted
to participate without providing data related to their program experiences. During the
study, we requested that participants complete a variety of assessment instruments and
surveys (see Program Measures, below). Although 187 participants responded to at least
some survey questions, only 49 completed a sufficient number of questions on the baseline,
post-program, and follow-up assessments to be included in the evaluation of mindfulness,
well-being, and stress.

Of the 230 registered participants, 61% were court employees, 16% were judges, and 23%
worked in other positions affiliated with the court system. Participants varied in years of
experience with the majority (65%) working in or with the courts for more than 10 years.
Demographic information received from 178 participants completing surveys indicated
that the majority of participants were female (87%) and white (77%). While participants
varied in age, the majority (65%) were in the middle of the age spectrum, between 45 and
64 years old. Participants also represented courts from 27 different states and Puerto Rico,
as well as national organizations working with the courts. The majority of participants
indicated that they had not previously practiced mindfulness.

Program Measures

We asked program participants to complete three measures of mindfulness, stress, and
well-being prior to beginning the program (baseline assessment), at the completion of the
8-week program (post-program assessment), and four weeks after the completion of the
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program (follow-up assessment). Specifically, we used the following three assessment
measures:?

The Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS), a 15-item measure of mindful
awareness over time.10

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), a 10-item measure for evaluating the degree to which
an individual’s life situations are perceived as stressful during the last month.11

The Workplace PERMA Profiler, a 23-item variant of the PERMA-Profiler which
measures five pillars of well-being (positive emotion, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishment) as related to an individual’s workspace.12

In addition, we asked program participants to a) provide demographic information and
indicate whether they had prior experience practicing mindfulness with the initial baseline
survey; b) complete short weekly surveys about their mindfulness practice and include any
questions they have about the practice; and c) answer general questions about their
experiences using the mobile app participating in the weekly zoom webinars, and using
mindfulness techniques outside of regular practice times in in the post-program survey.

Overall Findings

There is interest among at least some members of the court community in learning
about and trying mindfulness. Despite advertising the program for just over a week and
offering it during the summer months which often involve vacation or other travel
plans, 238 people registered for the program.

Some members of the court community are indeed experiencing heightened levels of
stress as indicated by the baseline results of the Perceived Stress Scale. The average
score for the 176 participants completing the baseline assessment was 19.9. Previous
national surveys reported averages between 11.4 and 20.2, varying across years and
specific demographic groups.13 Half of those completing the baseline assessment had a
score of 21 or higher.

There was substantial attrition in the number of participants who completed the
weekly surveys and the baseline, post-program, and follow-up assessments. It is not
known whether those who opted out of participating in the data collection effort also
stopped meditating. High attrition rates are common in mindfulness-based self-help
interventions, particularly in those that are conducted online.1* While there are no data
to indicate why participants stopped responding to the surveys, some possibilities
include the study length and time commitment required for participation, a lack of
dedicated work time to complete the intervention, and survey fatigue from completing
lengthy surveys at three time points. No substantial differences in demographics were
found between those who responded to the baseline surveys and those who also
completed the post-program and follow-up surveys.

For the 49 participants who were actively engaged in the program and who completed
assessments at baseline, post-program, and follow-up, the results suggest that there
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was an increase in mindfulness accompanied by significant improvements in overall
stress and well-being. More specifically:

o Higher levels of self-reported mindfulness were associated with lower levels of self-
reported stress. Between baseline and post-program assessment, mindfulness
improved among respondents and stress decreased. These improvements held
steady at the follow-up assessment as well.

o Lower levels of self-reported stress were associated with higher levels of self-
reported wellbeing. Between baseline and post-program assessment, stress
decreased among respondents and well-being increased.

As a result of high attrition and the use of a convenience sample rather than a control
group, our findings must be interpreted with caution even though promising.

The majority of the 62 participants who evaluated the Healthy Minds app in the post-
program survey found it very easy to use and mostly or very engaging. A majority also
indicated that they would recommend it to others. Participants commented that the app
was well laid out and user-friendly and that the content was easily understood and
relatable.

The majority of the 60 participants who responded to questions about the weekly Zoom
webinar sessions found them at least somewhat useful to their mindfulness practice,
and almost half of these survey respondents found them to be very useful. Similarly,
most thought that the sessions were engaging!5> and would recommend them.

At the end of the program, most of the 63 participants responding to a question on their
use of mindfulness, reported that they sometimes found themselves incorporating
mindfulness techniques throughout the day, and almost a third reported they had done
so frequently during the last eight weeks. In addition, 69% of the 62 participants
responding to a follow-up question indicated that they were able to use mindfulness
techniques when faced with difficult situations at work.

Of the 89 participants who responded to the follow-up survey a month after the
program ended, 79% indicated that they still practiced mindfulness at least 1-2 times a
week, if not daily.

Recommendations and Lessons Learned

Almost all survey respondents thought it would be helpful for courts to offer
mindfulness programs to judges and court staff (95% of 63 participants responding to
the question; 5% were unsure).

A few participants also offered comments on the mindfulness education program in
general, expressing their gratitude:

o Please continue this work. My team downloaded the app and I have told everyone I
know about it because it really creates a space to practice mindfulness in your busy
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daily life in short increments and the content is very easily understood and
relatable.

o Thank you for taking the time to do this study for court employees. It is rare that
people understand how much adversity this profession faces on a daily basis. Being
mindful of our interactions and displaying kindness to all people that we interact
with can change the profession and the court experience for the better.

o Excellent program; thank you for offering it.

o [have found myself increasingly looking forward to Monday afternoon knowing that
[ would have the chance to participate and feel rested and centered after the class.

Building a program around a mobile app is a cost-effective way to provide mindfulness
training, especially to a large number of participants, some of whom might be working
remotely. The app allowed for flexibility in practice schedules, and only a few
participants expressed frustration with the app itself.

Some participants found the virtual weekly meetings very helpful. Because we
promised anonymity to participants and we did not know how large the audience
would be, we did not initially use the chat function. During the last couple sessions, we
opened the chat for those who wanted to use it. The ability to communicate with the
instructor and with the other participants was welcome by some participants,
suggesting that it would be worthwhile to consider options for creating a community
for those in the program who want to ask questions and share their experiences. Having
the community experience may be helpful to some for staying engaged with their
practice.

One major theme among participants who had constructive feedback was that the
timing of the webinar sessions was inconvenient. They suggested that a spring program
would have been easier to attend than the summer one, or that another day of the week
would have worked better, and that meditation sessions should have been longer (e.g.,
an hour), more often during different times of the week, or for a longer period (e.g., 12
weeks). All these concerns could be addressed with potential participants if offering at
the state or local level.

Reported barriers to ongoing participation focused most often on the lack of time or
difficulties in scheduling. Being frustrated at the lack of time and feeling as though one
had fallen behind was a theme, and this was given as the reason for quitting. Future
programs may benefit from reminding participants of strategies to overcome common
challenges in mindfulness practice (for example, see practice tips in Mindfulness for the
Court Community Frequently Asked Questions).16 In addition, future programs could do
more to help participants think through a plan for when and where they will take the
time to practice each day. Research shows that creating a simple implementation plan
can help people better translate their goals and intentions into action.1”
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