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Mindfulness and its applications in primary healthcare: a systematic review
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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Mindfulness, defined as momentary and non-judgmental has heterogeneous techniques,
presenting benefits in the management of chronic diseases. However, your equitable offer, especially on
primary healthcare is limited.

Objective: Identify the efficacy of mindfulness in primary healthcare in literature and understand its
applicability on healthcare systems.

Method: Articles indexed on PubMed and Biblioteca Virtual em Saidde searched with the terms
“Mindfulness” and “Primary Health Care” were used. Articles that didn’t address primary healthcare and/
or mindfulness were excluded. In total, 4 articles were used.

Result: Some mindfulness techniques are focused breathing, specific exercises and muscle relaxation.
Its application involves planning and training of professionals. These techniques are effective in treating
chronic pain, improving quality of life, stress and anxiety. The use of mindfulness by healthcare professionals
also increases the quality of care. When comparing traditional cognitive behavioral and pharmacological
therapies, mindfulness positively impacts physical and mental health. Despite the benefits, there are
barriers, including the lack of services capable of offering mindfulness and the prejudice of professionals,
making its implementation in health services difficult.

Conclusion: Despite the limited number of studies, mindfulness is shown to be effective in the treatment
of pain, and mental health disorders, and their prevention. However, the absence of capable services, the
lack of knowledge, and bias are barriers to the implementation of these techniques in healthcare systems.
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Central Message

Mindfulness, ~ defined as  momentary
and non-judgmental awareness, has
heterogeneous  fechniques, presenting
benefits in the management of chronic
diseases. However, its equitable supply,
especially in primary care, is limited. Thus,
it is inferesting fo update the concepts of
its application, identify in the literature
the effectiveness of mindfulness in
primary health care, and understand its
applicability in health systems. This is the
objective of this systematic review.

RESUMO

Introduc¢do: Mindfulness, definido como a tomada de consciéncia momentdanea e sem julgamento,
possui técnicas heterogéneas, apresentando beneficios no manejo de doencas crénicas. Contudo, a sua
oferta equitativa, especialmente na atencéo primdria, é limitada.

Objetivo: Identificar na literatura a eficdcia do mindfulness na atencéo primdria em satde e entender a
sua aplicabilidade nos sistemas de satde.

Método: Foram utilizados artigos indexados nas bases de dados PubMed e Biblioteca Virtual em Sadde
pesquisados com os descritores “Mindfulness” e “Primary Health Care”. Artigos que ndo abordavam
a atencdo primdria e/ou técnicas de Mindfulness foram excluidos. Ao total foram utilizados 4 artigos.

Resultado: Algumas técnicas de mindfulness sdo a respiracdo focada, exercicios especificos e o
relaxamento muscular. Sua aplicacdo envolve planejamento e treinamento dos profissionais. Essas
técnicas sdo eficazes no tratamento de dores crénicas, melhora da qualidade de vida, estresse e
ansiedade. A utilizacdo de mindfulness pelos profissionais de sadde também eleva a qualidade
do atendimento. Quando comparadas as terapias cognitivo comportamentais e as farmacolégicas
tradicionais, o mindfulness impacta positivamente a saide fisica e mental. Apesar dos beneficios, existem
barreiras, incluindo a auséncia de servicos capacitados para oferecer mindfulness e o preconceito dos
profissionais, dificultando a sua implementacdo nos servicos de saide.

Conclusdo: Apesar do nimero limitado de estudos, o As técnicas de mindfulness tem eficdcia no
tratamento de dor crénica e de transtornos mentais e aumentam a qualidade do atendimento quando
utilizadas por profissionais de sadde. Além disso, é possivel aplicar essas técnicas nos sistemas de
salde através do treinamento dos profissionais e da criacdo de locais apropriados para a organizacéo
de grupos de mindfulness contando com o apoio das instituicdes de satde. As principais barreiras
encontradas nesse processo sdo a falta de conhecimento, falta de apoio institucional e preconceitos dos
profissionais de salde mostra-se eficaz no tratamento da dor, de transtornos mentais e na sua prevencéo,
contribuindo para ampliar a sadde dos pacientes e profissionais. Contudo, a auséncia de servicos
adequados, a falta de conhecimento e o preconceito séo barreiras para a aplicacéo destas técnicas nos
sistemas de sadde.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Atencéo priméria em satde. Mindfulness. Estresse. Dor crénica. Bem-estar.

Perspective

Mindfulness techniques are effective in the
freatment of chronic pain and mental
disorders and increase the quality of
care when used by health professionals.
In addition, it is possible to apply these
techniques in health systems through
the training of professionals and  the
creation of appropriate places for the
organization of mindfulness groups in
the support of health institutions. The main
barriers found in this process are lack of
knowledge, lack of instituional support,
and prejudice of health professionals
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INTRODUCTION TABLE — Search strategies in the databases
indfulness refers to the conscious, Dtehose Research srategy
intentional  practice  of  cultivating (mh(Mindfulness) OR (mh:{Atencion plena)) OR (mh:{Pleine consciencel)
awareness of he present moment wihour G S
becoming absorbed in it. Regular Mindfulness training VHL (mh{Atencin Primaria de Salud]) OR (iw(Care, Primary)) OR (tw:(Care,
develops the ability to react less impulsively to daily ,'Z[}22[;,Hg‘il'(“,&ﬁ'f,ﬁ:,‘ﬁéﬂ;ﬂfg;,fj'T;,’ﬁ,’,SﬁZ,L’jjﬁ;’;Tiif
events, providing benefits that require continuous AR SERAR AN CR NSO AR A
practice to. maintain. This pracice is divided into N [ e L
formal, which uses meditation to increase attention (Healthcare, Primary)) OR (Prmary Care) OR (Care)
through disciplined introspection, and informal, which e |EERREE e
applies Mindfulness skills in everyday life, such as (Primary Care] OR (Care, Primary)
listening carefully to sounds, describing emotions, or
being aware of physical sensations.’ Management, selection and data collection

The practice of Mindfulness has emerged as an The collected articles were added to an Excel
innovative and effective approach in primary care spreadsheet along with the access link of the corresponding
settings, providing a comprehensive view of patients’ database.
physical and mental health. Its importance lies in Two reviewers screened the records by examining the
its ability to promote the mind-body connection title and abstracts. Divergences were discussed with a
and minimize the negative effects of chronic stress, third author. Two reviewers examined the full texts to find
prevalent in contemporary society.? By integrating the relevant studies. Divergences were corrected through
Mindfulness, healthcare providers can provide a third author. Each selected article was evaluated by at
patients with practical tools to cope with daily least 2 authors and the information was extracted in an
challenges, thereby strengthening their emotional Excel spreadsheet. The disagreements were discussed
resilience. with another author.

There is growing evidence that regular Mindfulness Information on Mindfulness techniques and their
practice can contribute to the prevention and treatment effectiveness, which groups benefit from the use of these
of a variety of diseases and clinical conditions, techniques, how to apply Mindfulness in health systems
which is associated with improved quality of life and the exisfing limitations were extracted.
and well-being, as well as reduced harmful levels of
stress, anxiety, and depression. Regular Mindfulness Risk of bias in the final study
practice has been shown to lower blood pressure, After the preparation of the manuscript, 2 reviewers
improve sleep quality, and promote a more balanced were screened for selection, performance, detection, and
response to stress, helping to prevent and control friction biases. Divergences were discussed with another
disease.? However, despite the level of evidence of author to reach consensus.
these approaches, health systems still do not provide
them fully and equitably, especially in primary care.? RESULT

The present study seeks to confirm the efficacy Description of studies
of Mindfulness in primary health care (PHC) in the A total of 1237 articles were found in the databases,
literature and to understand the applicability of this of which 4 fit the inclusion criteria, 3 from PubMed and 1
technique in health systems. from the VHL (Figure).

METHOD [ Identification of studies through databases and records

This is a systematic review of the literature that (] [ ecorts et roven:
followed the PRISMA guidelines for systematic Databases (n =3) P——

) Virtual Health Library »| screening:
reviews. (n =450) Duplicates (n = 2)

PubMed (n = 544)
SciELO (n = 242)

]

] [ Identification

Eligibility criteria and research strategy

Literature review, systematics, and meta-analysis Serening recor I
articles published in the last 10 years in Portuguese n=1207}
and English were included. Studies that did not _ :
address PHC or Mindfulness were excluded. . :s?;;%?;ms e »{ et pudeatons
Articles indexed in the PubMed, Virtual Health g I
Library (VHL) and SciELO databases were searched. i R r——r—
Research strategies were used, including the o) | Exomdsd publicationsi
descriptors “Mindfulness” and “Primary Healthcare” E‘.E'%ﬁflzs(ﬂ;mafuuness

or the respective translations into Portuguese

“Mindfulness” and “Primary health care”. The articles
were searched on August 20, 2023. Table shows the
specific search strategies for each database.

Total number of publications
included in the review
(n=4)

VHL(n=1)

PubMed (n = 3)

[ Included ] [

FIGURE — Prisma Flowchart®
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Mindfulness in PHC

Compared to secondary and tertiary care, the
application of Mindfulness in primary care is not
yet widely studied. Even so, a moderate effect was
identified in favor of Mindfulness techniques in this
context, and their impact on mental disorders was more
significant than on somatic conditions. The effect of
Mindfulness to improve overall health is moderate with
Mindfulness techniques being effective in improving
mental health and quality of life.*

In addition, Mindfulness techniques have been
shown to be beneficial in the management of several
chronic diseases such as mood disorders, substance
abuse, hypertension, lung diseases, and chronic pain.?
In addition, the effect of Mindfulness techniques on
complex disorders such as fibromyalgia is similar to
pharmacological and psychological approaches in
PHC.4

Mindfulness in chronic pain management

Chronic pain is a prevalent condition, difficult to
manage and related to several diseases. The emotional
states of individuals are related to the way they perceive
pain, enabling the use of Mindfulness techniques in its
management. Stress increases inflammation, muscle
tension, and hypersensitivity to pain. Thus, Mindfulness
techniques such as concentrated breathing and
progressive muscle relaxation are effective self-
management tools in living with chronic pain. This is
because these techniques modulate activity of the
sympathetic nervous system lowering the levels of
stress hormones.?

Application of Mindfulness in health professionals

In addition to being beneficial for the management
of patients’ health conditions, Mindfulness techniques
are also a tool to improve patient care outcomes, when
applied among health professionals. The effects of it
present moderate evidence for patient safety, patient
treatment outcomes, and patient-centered care. This
positive impact of Mindfulness techniques is due to the
development of emotional skills, decreased stress and
exhaustion, improved resistance, attention process,
and decision-making by health professionals.’

Barriers to the application of Mindfulness in health
systems

Despite the benefits of Mindfulness, no health
system seems to offer adequate and equitable access
to patients and the general population who could
benefit from these interventions.® Barriers arising
from the lack of institutional support, such as the lack
of time to participate in training sessions due to the
limited coverage of shift work, make it impossible for
health professionals to learn, develop and integrate
Mindfulness techniques into their routines.®

In addition to the absence of administrative support,
the lack of adequate places for the organization of
Mindfulness groups and strategic plans hinder their
implementation in health systems. In addition, the
prejudice or lack of knowledge of health professionals

C

in relation to Mindfulness techniques, as well as the lack
of resources of specialists and training professionals
are other barriers to the application of Mindfulness on
a larger scale.®

The risk of bias in this study was considered low.

DISCUSSION

The results suggest that these complex psychosocial
interventions are promising. Assessment of the long-term
cost-effectiveness of these programs and the potential
adverse effects of Mindfulness-based interventions
(MBIs) also appear to be needed to refine these
outcomes and generate more robust evidence on the
impact of MBI on primary care and the health system.*

Overall, the results of this review demonstrate
that there is great potential for MBI to improve the
functioning of health professionals’ work and, therefore,
patient care.*

The systematic review integrates studies that
investigate the relationship between Mindfulness in
health professionals and the variety of outcomes in
patient care. Overall, the results provide strong support
for the relationship between Mindfulness and improved
patient care. While most studies have found positive
trends or significant improvements for patient safety,
the strength of the evidence is limited by methodology
and some mixed results.®

The crucial challenges faced in the transition
from controlled studies on the effectiveness of MBI
to routine clinical practice in national health systems
are comprehensively addressed. Despite the scientific
advancement of more than 3 decades, during
which exponential evidence-based data has been
accumulated to support the effectiveness of MBI in
improving symptoms such as chronic pain, depression,
and anxiety, adequate and equitable access to these
interventions remains a challenge in health systems. The
articles propose an innovative conceptual framework,
based on theoretical and empirical data, to address
key issues, such as professional training, financing,
costs, cost-effectiveness, and innovative delivery
models, especially in PHC. In addition, strategies such
as “staggered care” and “low-intensity-high-volume”
are discussed to facilitate the evolution and successful
implementation of MBI in health systems.®

In one of the articles, several critical barriers to the
effective implementation of MBI are identified. The lack
of knowledge among professionals who refer patients,
the absence of adequate administrative structure
and the insufficiency of resources for training and
supervision are challenges that need to be overcome.
The presence of an expert within the service is
pointed out as a significant facilitator, highlighting the
importance of specialized leadership in the successful
implementation of MBI.®

In addition, the need to test interventions first in
health professionals is an interesting strategy to reduce
resistance and prejudice, promoting an organizational
culture that is more receptive to Mindfulness practices.
In addition, the widespread provision of Mindfulness
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training for health professionals addresses the
knowledge gap identified among those who refer
patients for these interventions.?

Study limitations

A limited number of articles were analyzed, which
may affect the external validity of the study, limiting the
ability to generalize the results to broader populations
or different contexts.

The studies reveal a limited number of clinical
trials conducted in primary care, indicating disparity
compared to research conducted at secondary or
tertiary levels. This discrepancy may reflect the lesser
emphasis placed on primary care research. In addition,
the high heterogeneity in mental health outcomes
suggests the need to consider the diversity of conditions
and severities of the mental disorders addressed. While
most studies have shown positive trends, the strength of
the evidence is limited by the diversity of methodologies
and some mixed research results.’

CONCLUSION

Mindfulnesstechniques are effective in the treatment
of chronic pain and mental disorders and increase the
quality of care when used by health professionals. In
addition, it is possible to apply these techniques in
health systems through the training of professionals and
the creation of appropriate places for the organization
of Mindfulness groups with support of health institutions.
The main barriers found in this process are lack of
knowledge, lack of institutional support and prejudice
of health professionals.
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