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Title 
Can a short mindfulness audio file affect stress levels in university students: A focus group?

Summary of proposed study - indicate the topic, hypotheses (if appropriate) and brief details of your methodology (continue on a separate sheet if necessary): (1000 words – as a guide). 
Topic area 
Stress is a normal part of life. Everyone will be under some stress at different moments in their lives. The way that people deal with stress differs from person to person. Some people can deal with stressful situations efficiently, while others struggle with even the smallest amount of stress.  Hardiness a resilience to stress can alleviate both the physical and emotional tole that prolonged stress is attributed to (Steven & Barton, 2020). Stress is not always bad and can be helpful in some situations (Dhabhar, 2018); however, if stress is prolonged, the effects can be detrimental. Stress, anxiety, and depression account for most work absences (HSE, 2020) and can lead to more severe mental health conditions (Stein et al., 2020) 

[bookmark: _Hlk85891423]Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) is a technique that can be used to reduce stress levels and was developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn (Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013). The basic premise is to set aside some time to observe the present moment as it is. You then examine the thoughts that arise without judgment. You then repeat this process and practice. The most challenging part of this exercise is focusing on the present moment and not letting your mind wander. The great thing about MBSR is that you can do it nearly anywhere and at any time (NHS website, 2021a). In recent years mindfulness has become more mainstream, with technology guiding individuals through the technique. Apps like headspace are a prime example of this change. There are also websites with links to instructions and audio files to guide people through the techniques. An example of this is 
https://www.mindful.org/meditation/mindfulness-getting-started/. As the popularity grows, so does the research in this area (Keng et al., 2011). 

Aim of your study
This study aims to investigate a link between mindfulness techniques and stress levels. Specifically, suppose a twenty-minute mindfulness audio file can reduce emerging themes of stress. This study will examine diary entries to examine theme changes over six weeks. The study will investigate this link with university students who perceive themselves to have a heightened stress level. 

What theory and research will you be including?
The two main theories for this study are MBSR by Jon Kabat-Zinn (Kabat-Zinn, 2013) and Hans Selye's theory of stress (Tan & Yip, 2018). 
A quick search will bring up a vast amount of information on stress and different techniques. There are also books specifically on mindfulness, and it goes even further to include books specifically on mindfulness and students. An example of this is mindfulness for students (Cottrell, 2018). This book focuses explicitly on using mindfulness to decrease students' stress, indicating a need for this type of intervention. It is worth noting that many different types of interventions can be used to decrease stress levels however mindfulness focuses on thought processes to decrease stress (Carson & Langer, 2006). 

This study will be looking at research that specifically looks at students in higher education.  
Bamber and Kraenzle Schneider (2016) used a qualitative thematic approach to examine 18 studies regarding college students. This review discovered that there was a favourable theme towards reduced stress levels with mindfulness techniques. 
Bamber and Schneider (2020) narratively reviewed 40 studies on the effect of mindfulness on stress levels in college students. They concluded that there was a 79% reduction in stress when mindfulness techniques were used.

The studies above indicate the effectiveness of mindfulness techniques, especially in high-stress positions like university students. The use of qualitative and quantitative data allows for a better understanding of mindfulness's effects on stress. However, with reviews, they are looking at a broad range of mindfulness techniques, which could obscure the best mindfulness technique to implement in higher education. Time is another factor. There are so many reviews, so it is difficult to determine how much time is optimal for stress reduction. 

Gupta and Verma (2019) conducted an experiment on students in higher education examining the effects of mindfulness on mindful consumption (mindful of buying and throwing away merchandise) and life satisfaction. IV was a short mediation session. Surveys were completed before and after. There were one hundred and forty-nine participants over two months. The results concluded that with the mindfulness technique, both life satisfaction and mindful consumption increased. This experiment indicates that a short mindfulness technique may reduce stress. However, the study was conducted in India, so it may not be as relevant to a more westernised country. Time constraints are also an issue as students would have to spend time in meditation after their classes. 

Warnecke et al. (2011) examined medical students in their final two years of university using a single-blind approach. Sixty-six students used an audio CD on a guided meditation that lasted 30 minutes for eight weeks. The participants filled out a Perceived stress scale and Depression and stress scale questionnaire before and after. The results indicated that stress was reduced, and mindfulness is an effective tool. Warnecke et al. (2011) study will closely resemble the current study. However, this study will explore whether a shorter mindfulness audio technique benefits and qualitative data can give more insight. It will also examine the effects on university students in general. Shuai et al. (2020) studied the effects of a brief breathing exercise (mindfulness) on stress-induced alcohol-seeking students. The study indicates that even with very brief intervention, mindfulness can be effective to some degree. 

Rationale for your study?
Stress levels can increase during university with new deadlines to meet, course load, home life, balancing a job and many other factors that can be general or specific to an individual. According to an NUS survey, eighty-seven per cent of students experienced stress, and a unihealth study concluded that eight out of ten students experienced stress (Balls, 2019). A Health and Safety Executive study (2020) concluded that stress, anxiety or depression was responsible for over seventeen million absences due to work-related stress. This indicates the need to teach university students how to deal with stress before entering their desired profession. As time constraints can cause more stress having a method that can reduce stress that is quick, accessible and repeatable is essential. 

There are also the health and social impacts of prolonged stress to consider (Tausig et al., 1995). As mentioned above, stress accounts for many lost workdays, which does not give a complete picture of the impact that stress can cause. Health issues can put pressure on the NHS, and the fact that the NHS has a page dedicated to stress indicates the importance of reducing stress levels (NHS website, 2021b). Stress can also lead to more serious mental health conditions such as anxiety (NIMH » Anxiety Disorders, 2018). Pressure will in turn increase for organisations such as mind.org.uk. 

Shuai et al. (2020) imply the problem with stress and negative coping strategies such as alcohol, drugs and anti-social behaviour. Hopefully, students will learn to cope with stress better and not fall into negative coping strategies through mindfulness techniques. 

Hypotheses/research question?
Can using a mindfulness technique for twenty minutes a day affect the stress levels of university students?

Proposed Methodology (1000 words – as a guide)
Design 
A field study will be conducted using a related subjects design. There will be one independent variable: A 20-Minute Meditation for Working with Anxiety audio file (https://www.mindful.org/meditation/mindfulness-getting-started/) and one dependent variable: Stress levels of the participants. The study will be double-blind, and all information anonymised. All contact via email will be forwarded from Dr Stuart Jones to ensure a double-blind study. No personal information will be shared in the results. A diary will be used to gather the data for the study. The dairy is recommended to be completed using Microsoft word.  

Participants (how many, target population, gender, age etc.)
Six university students will be needed to participate in this trial. The experimental group (three participants) will listen to the audio file for six weeks and complete a daily diary. The control group (three participants) will be asked to keep a daily diary for six weeks to assess their stress levels without listening to the audio file. There will be no gender requirements, and all participants must be over the age of 18. The six participants will be selected using a stratified sampling of individuals who perceive higher stress levels. An online forum will be used to gather participants. 

Materials (questionnaires/tests/intervention /surveys/interview schedules etc.) 
An Audio file containing 20-Minute Meditation for Working with Anxiety (https://www.mindful.org/meditation/mindfulness-getting-started/), Consent form, Diary either electronic or a physical copy (as requested), Pens (as required), Standardised procedure form (Appendix 1 & 2). Debriefing form, Microsoft word.  

Proposed Procedure. 
Participants will be collected using university forums, indicating that a study will be conducted on high-stress levels associated with academic study. The forums that will be used will be the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and Swansea University. Information will be provided on the study, including that some participants will be required to listen to a twenty-minute mindfulness audio file daily. It will also state that a diary will need to be kept for six weeks. The size of the study, i.e., how many participants are needed, will also be disclosed.  
 
Six participants will be selected from a randomised stratified sample, and these will then be anonymised. Each participant will be given a numerical value. Three participants will be put into the experimental group, and three will be put into the control group. Each group will receive a standardised procedure form (appendix 2) and a consent form before participating. The control group will have details of the audio file emitted from the documentation (appendix 1).  

The start of the study will be on a Monday, and considerations for holidays will be made to ensure that the students are in term time. However, exam periods will also be considered as this could restrict the participants time for the study. 

A dairy will then be provided either (physical or electronic). Electronic copies are recommended to be completed in Microsoft Word. However, this is at the participant's discretion. Each participant will be required to note the stresses they felt that day and how they feel about them in their own words. No guidance will be given on how they decide to write in the diary. The only guidance will be to have the day and date before each entry and the participant's assigned number on each diary week (see appendix 1 &2).  After each week, electronic entries can be emailed. Physical copies will be examined at the end of the study. Emails will be sent to DR Stuart Jones then forwarded with emails and personal data removed.

At the end of the data gathering process, a Phenomenologically Informed Thematic Analysis will be used to analyse the results and draw conclusions on if themes have been altered. All participants will be debriefed either in person or through a video call, and a debrief form will be supplied. The participants will be thanked for partaking in the study. All personal information for the participants will only be made available to the researcher once the study has concluded. 

Justification
This study will be implementing specific criteria that need to be explained. The use of a Phenomenologically Informed Thematic Analysis was decided upon to try and get a more in-depth look at the effect mindfulness has on stress. The Perceived Stress Scale and the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (Warnecke et al., 2011) were considered but were rejected as they only provided statistical data. The same is true for the students themselves. This study is interested in how the students feel it is unnecessary to test them in this regard. A six-week program was decided upon due to the amount of data that would be collected. A diary format is used to allow the student to express themselves without compromising the double-blind element of this study. Electronic diaries have been used in studies previously. However, there are no current guidelines (Janssens et al., 2018). 

Previous studies such as Warnecke et al. (2011) and (Bennett et al., 2018) have looked at the effects of mindfulness audiobooks on students; however, these had a more extended audio file and were not accessible for free to the general public. The idea of using an audio file that is on a website enables anyone to access it if they can access the internet. The length of the audio file ensures that the students are not put under undue pressure. Warnecke et al. (2011) used a Thirty-minute audio file, which showed a reduction in stress levels (Shuai et al., 2020) used an ultra-short breathing technique, which again showed a reduction. This indicates that a twenty-minute audio file should have some effect on stress levels. 

The size of the study was decided due to the qualitative nature of the study. Previous research has also used smaller sample sizes to examine stress (Cohen et al., 1983).  

Place any questionnaires/materials in an appendix (not part of the 1000 words)
Results
A qualitative approach will be used using a Phenomenologically Informed Thematic Analysis. Subordinate themes will then be compared over the six weeks.  

Ethical Considerations (500 words as a guide): 
Any issues identified here, and how you will address them:
Following the British phycological society, ethical guidelines considerations had to be made while writing this study. The BPS codes of human research ethics (Oates, 2021) and Ethical guidelines for internet-mediated research (The British psychological society, 2021) both had to be considered for this study. The BPS codes have four main principles that must be considered, and these will be broken down and addressed separately. 
· Respect for the autonomy, privacy and dignity of individuals, groups and communities. 
This study strives to achieve a standard that allows autonomy for the participants. Using a double-blind study allows for less bias and allows personal information to be guarded. Only one individual will have access to personal information using a password-protected computer and file. All information in the results will be anonymised, and personal detail will be withdrawn. No discriminatory measures were included in this study, i.e., no gender, race or religious criteria. Consideration must be made for socioeconomic status as not everyone has access to university. This is mitigated by funding that allows Individuals to access university if they may not have sufficient means. 
The right to withdraw is also included in the consent and debriefing form. Informed consent is formalised through the consent form to ensure consent is entirely given and the reasons for the study. Numerical values are given to each participant to ensure privacy. In the standardised procedure form (Appendix 1 and 2), each participant is also made aware that the diary will be examined and that personal details should be omitted where appropriate. Information will be kept confidential with participants aware in the consent form that personal details will be kept separately from the researcher until the end of the study. The study results will be shared; however, the data for the study will not to protect the participants' privacy. 

A vital issue of this study is deceit. The study is conducted on the premise that it only addresses stress and not the intervention, which is the real reason for this study. This is necessary to prevent the participants from focusing solely on the mindfulness intervention. Information is provided to let the participants know that this is a requirement of part of the study but not its importance. The participants will be informed in the debrief of the purpose of the study. The mindfulness audio file will then be made available to all. 
· Scientific Integrity.
All efforts will be made to ensure scientific integrity throughout this study. This applies to the way that the information will be used and the conduct of the researcher. The participants will be made aware of the status of the researcher (undergraduate). The design of the study adheres to scientific standards and is as transparent as possible. 
· Social responsibility.
All steps will be taken to mitigate any negative impact of this study on the participants and others. A slight chance of negative impact of the mindfulness technique is considered with information to helplines supplied in the debriefing. The researcher knows that the study may not go as predicted, and all outcomes are of scientific value. 
· Maximising benefit and minimising harm. 
See above

Permission will be required to use the audio file for this study.




	Supervisor only:
I have reviewed this proposal and am satisfied that it meets the requirements for this dissertation/project. I am happy for data collection to commence.

Signed:
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Appendix

Appendix 1
Standardised procedure form (Control group)
Firstly, thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. This study will be looking at the stress levels of university students. To ensure that all information is accurate, can you please refrain from using different coping strategies for the next six weeks.
 
All you have to do for this study is go about your daily life and complete a daily diary about how you experience stress. You can explain what caused the stress and how it made you feel. Please be aware that the diary will be examined. Feel free not to include personal details. Can you please ensure that you have the date and your assigned number on the dairy. It is recommended to complete the diary in Microsoft word. Physical copies are available if required. 

Appendix 2
Standardised procedure form (experimental group)
Firstly, thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. This study will be looking at the stress levels of university students. To ensure that all information is accurate, can you please refrain from using different coping strategies for the next six weeks. 

All you have to do for this study is listen to a twenty-minute audio file on mindfulness daily. You will also need to complete a daily diary about how you experience stress. You can explain what caused the stress and how it made you feel. Please be aware that the diary will be examined. Feel free not to include personal details. Can you please ensure that you have the date and your assigned number on the dairy. It is recommended to complete the diary in Microsoft word. Physical copies are available if required. 
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