
Mental Training Protocol CovSocial Phase 2: Summary

In the following, key summary information is provided on the different weekly teaching sessions of the two intervention programs of the CovSocial project’s phase 2. This standardized summary protocol document will be used as such in all publications of phase 2. 

Teacher Training
Prior to the 10-week intervention, the four recruited mindfulness teachers underwent training on the specific format of the Affect Dyad from Prof. Dr. Tania Singer. Thus, in comparison to classic mindfulness intervention the four teachers were experts already as they were all certified in one or the other MBIs (MBCT, MBSR). The Affect Dyad as partner-based intersubjective mindfulness practice was not yet publicly available in commercial train-the-trainer programs. The four teachers practiced the Dyad daily among themselves and received weekly online coaching from Prof. Dr. Singer. Halfway through the coaching sessions, the teachers practiced the presentations themselves and received feedback from Prof. Dr. Singer. Another webinar was held to instruct the teachers in their roles and functions during the interventions. They also attended a three-day intensive in person workshop in Berlin to practice the presentation and receive in-depth information on scientific backgrounds for both intervention programs. All sessions were recorded and available to the teachers at any time.
Throughout the intervention phase, the trainers would regularly get feedback from Prof. Dr. Tania Singer or Birgit Severin who randomly attended some of the coaching sessions to ensure that the coaching material was being effectively and consistently communicated to both training groups. Additionally, supervision meetings were held at regular intervals between the teachers, Prof. Dr. Singer, and Birgit Severin to discuss any challenges or issues that arose within the groups or with the teaching materials, and to find solutions to them.
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Welcome Days 
The "Welcome Days" included several identical 90-minute online events via Webex, which were offered at different times of the day. The events consisted of two parts: a theoretical presentation and a practical introduction to demonstrate the trainings. Depending on whether participants were assigned to the socio-emotional or mindfulness-based training group, the presentations differed in content but followed the same overall structure. The theoretical part of the webinar introduced the team, addressed the first results of the CovSocial project phase 1, described the ReSource project and its scientific results, and built a bridge to the intervention phase 2. Detailed information on the schedule and study design was provided, and participants had the opportunity to ask questions before receiving further information in smaller, instructor-led subgroup sessions.

Socio-emotional Training
The second part of the webinar focused on the practical aspects of the socio-emotional training. Teachers who led the weekly coaching sessions briefly introduced themselves and explained the details of the Dyad exercise. The Dyad was also demonstrated with a CovSocial team member. At the end, participants had the opportunity to clarify any open questions. 

Mindfulness-based Training
The second part of the webinar included a short introduction to mindfulness and meditation. Participants performed a breathing meditation under the guidance of teachers and had the opportunity to share and reflect on their experiences. They also received information on possible training effects and had time to address questions to the teachers.

Introductory Sessions („Kick-off“)
The intervention started with an information event ("kick-off") for all participants, providing an overview of mindfulness-based training techniques in a universal manner, without the need for separation by group. This event explained the contemplative context and scientific framework of classical mental training techniques like breathing meditation and body scan. Following this session, participants of the two interventions (socio-emotional training or mindfulness-based training) received individual coaching sessions tailored to each group.

Onboarding I & II
Both onboarding events (150 minutes each) took place within one week and were designed to provide participants with an understanding of the weekly coaching sessions and daily training sessions that made up the group-specific online intervention. These webinars combined theory and practical parts to help participants gain a better understanding of the training objectives and clarify any questions they may have had. These sessions were also used to introduce participants already in the app and technology they would use for answering daily questions as part of the data assessment of the study. An in-person introduction to the app functions necessary for the daily practice was provided during the pre-test in the Social Neuroscience Lab. After Onboarding II, participants attended 10 weekly coaching sessions.

Socio-emotional training (Affect Dyad)

Onboarding I
During the first onboarding webinar (150 minutes), participants received an in-depth presentation on the details of the socio-emotional training. The webinar began with an introduction to motivational psychology, followed by a discussion of the hypotheses explored in the ReSource project, which introduced the Affect Dyad as one of several practices [19, 41]. The study design and relevant results of the ReSource project were then summarized, followed by an explanation of the “data collection” during the ten-week program of the CovSocial project. Participants had the opportunity to reflect on their motivations for participating in the training in breakout rooms, which were later discussed in the large group and the session concluded with five minutes of guided silence.

Onboarding II
During the second onboarding webinar (150 minutes), the participants were given a thorough explanation of the Dyad process. The webinar highlighted the importance of distinguishing between regular conversation and the specific rules of the contemplative Dyad practice, with particular emphasis on the Affect Dyad.

Coaching Sessions
Participants attended 2-hour long weekly coaching sessions for 10 weeks, on the same day and time each week in subgroups of 15-20 people per teacher. The coaching sessions followed a consistent structure, including sharing personal experiences, insights, and difficulties with the Dyad practice, as well as short presentations on various topics in order to deepen the practice. Every session started with a minute of silence and a check-in round. Afterwards, participants were split up into smaller groups to share in so-called “breakout rooms” their experiences in regards to each weeks’ topic and a sharing round with everyone. Then the teacher presented a scientific talk, followed by questions and answers as well as a second break-out room session. Each coaching ended with a minute of silence. 

Coaching 1 – Framework of the Dyad. In the first weekly coaching session after participants had practiced their first week of daily Dyads at home, participants learned about the importance of establishing a routine and ritual for their daily socio-emotional practice, as well as creating a comfortable and quiet environment. They also discussed ways to address potential difficulties and obstacles, and the importance of self-commitment and consistency in their practice. Finally, they learned about the importance of stillness and the three minutes of silence at the beginning, middle and end of the Dyad practice, along with guidance on the dos and don'ts of the Dyad practice to ensure a psychologically safe space for all.

Coaching 2 – Learning About Body Language. During the second coaching session, participants were guided through the second part of the daily Dyad questions which involves asking how an unpleasant emotion or grateful experience felt in the body. They learned about the language of the body and how to develop a deeper awareness of bodily sensations. The session focused on understanding the relationship between cognitive concepts such as "I am happy" and the accompanying bodily sensations such as "my heart rate got calmer". This knowledge provided a vital foundation for the Dyad practice, which involved describing bodily sensations related to difficult emotions and gratitude on a daily basis to increase interoceptive body awareness.

Coaching 3 – Empathic Listening. During the third coaching session, the focus was on the active role of the listener in the Dyad, with a particular emphasis on empathy. Participants were introduced to the concept of empathy and the difference between empathy and compassion. They also learned how to practice empathic listening, including being fully present, releasing judgment, and listening with openness and acceptance. The benefits of empathic listening were discussed, including its ability to create space for concentration and benevolence, leading to deeper understanding and increased perceptions and perspectives.

Coaching 4 – Gratitude. In the fourth coaching session, the topic of gratitude and its impact on our well-being was discussed, with a focus on the practical application of the Dyad practice in daily life. The following topics were covered: defining gratitude, recognizing obstacles and challenges in cultivating gratitude, exploring the positive effects of gratitude, understanding how to recognize gratitude and differentiate it from other pleasant emotion, and discussing different examples for which we can be grateful.

Coaching 5 – Difficult Emotions. During the fifth coaching session, the Dyad practice focused on exploring negative emotions. The session began with a discussion of emotions in general, including their functions and how they can lead to different adaptive or non-adaptive reactions. The importance of accepting negative emotions by becoming aware of them and neither dumping them on others nor suppressing or altering them was emphasized. The session offered coping strategies such as observing and embracing the emotions to reduce suffering.

Coaching 6 – The Dyad – a Special Form of Social Interaction. In the sixth coaching session, the focus was on the partner-based and social format of contemplative Dyads. The session covered the specificities of this interaction, which does not allow for a real dialogue. Participants were reminded of the specific behavioral rules and goals of this daily Dyad practice, such as improving attention, awareness of bodily sensations, empathetic and non-judgmental listening, and accepting difficult emotions and stress while building resilience through gratitude, shared humanity, tolerance, and calmness. Additionally, triggers for each role were discussed, and strategies for handling partner absence or other social triggers were shared.

Coaching 7 – Change, a Beginner’s Mind and Unintentionality. The seventh coaching session delved into the changes that occur over time with daily practice. Topics covered included the plateau effect, the importance of maintaining a beginner's mind, practicing with non-intentionality, and deepening one's experience by changing the focus to different aspects of bodily sensations and triggers. The session emphasized the need to approach practice with an open and curious attitude, free of judgment and preconceptions, in order to continue to learn and grow.

Coaching 8 – Recurring Patterns and the Dyad Practice. In the eighth coaching session, participants learned about psychological patterns and schemas, and focused on identifying recurring patterns in their thoughts, feelings, and actions, both within and outside of the socio-emotional Dyad training. They explored the definition of patterns and how they affect their daily Dyad practice, such as how they tend to deal with negative emotions or express gratitude. Additionally, participants reflected on their patterns when dealing with silence and throughout practicing affect Dyads in general.

Coaching 9 – How does the Dyad Transfer into my Everyday Life? In the ninth coaching session, participants were prompted to reflect on how the socio-emotional training had impacted their daily lives and extended beyond the Dyad practice. They were encouraged to contemplate the changes they noticed in various aspects such as self-awareness, bodily sensations, coping with difficult emotions, and their ability to listen, empathize, change perspectives, and be open to others. Additionally, participants were encouraged to reflect on any shifts in their goals and priorities in life that might have emerged as a result of their practice.

Coaching 10 – The Last Time. In the tenth and final coaching session, participants engaged in a Dyad exercise and a closing ritual, in addition to a presentation. The presentation emphasized the potential positive impact of further training, and participants were encouraged to continue if they wished. To reflect on the training, participants were asked to answer questions regarding the biggest challenges and the value of the Dyad, and then shared their conclusions via Webex chat.

Mindfulness-based Training

Onboarding I
The first onboarding webinar (150 minutes) provided an in-depth introduction to the mindfulness-based training, starting with an overview of the "ReSource Project" and its findings on attention, body awareness, interoceptive accuracy, and subjective well-being. The CovSocial project's intervention phase was also introduced, along with information on data collection during the ten-week program. To clarify participants' motives for joining, they were given the opportunity to discuss their motivations in small groups. The different meditation formats in the intervention, such as breathing and open awareness meditation, were briefly explained and practiced. The session concluded with a discussion on how to handle difficulties, along with guidance of dos and don'ts.

Onboarding II
During the second onboarding webinar (150 minutes), the focus was on deepening the breathing meditation practice to prepare participants for the upcoming four-week daily practice. The importance of body awareness was emphasized through a body scan exercise. The session ended with a guided reflection on how to integrate the mindfulness training into everyday life and an introduction to the CovSocial app.

Coaching Sessions
Participants attended 2-hour long weekly coaching sessions for 10 weeks, on the same day each week. The coaching sessions followed a consistent structure with some slight variations in timing and included sharing personal experiences, and short presentations on various topics. The structure of the coaching was exactly the same as in the dyad coachings in order to making them comparable across intervention.

Coaching 1 – Breathing Meditation. During the first coaching session, common difficulties associated with the first classical mindfulness practice of breathing meditation were discussed, including challenges in maintaining focus on the breath, lack of motivation, and unrealistic expectations. Strategies for overcoming these obstacles were presented, and the importance of having a clear structure or routine for the mindfulness practice was emphasized.

Coaching 2 – Body Awareness. The second coaching session focused on how bodily sensations can be used to anchor oneself in the present moment during mindfulness practice. Participants were taught about the interconnection between the body and mind and were guided on how to deepen their body awareness by recognizing the differences between sensations, feelings, and thoughts.

Coaching 3 – Dealing with Difficulties in Mindfulness Training. In the third coaching session, participants were provided with strategies to overcome common challenges that may arise during mindfulness practice, such as restlessness, fatigue, aversion, cravings, doubts, and other obstacles. The session introduced the RAIN concept as a helpful tool to manage these difficulties, which involves recognizing the issue, accepting it, investigating it, and practicing non-identification.

Coaching 4 – Training Sensory Awareness – Hearing. In the fourth coaching session, participants were introduced to a new type of meditation: the meditation on sounds. The session covered various topics related to sensory stimuli and mindfulness through sense perception, including the interpretation and evaluation of auditive stimuli. The session also included guidance on how to train mindfulness of sounds (meditation on sounds) by perceiving sounds without interpretation or conceptualization. This was followed by a group discussion on participants' personal experiences.

Coaching 5 – Training Sensory Awareness – Seeing. The fifth coaching session expanded the topic of sensory perception to include vision and explored whether it is possible to observe visual stimuli without the interference of interpretations and judgments. The session emphasized the intention to stabilize the mind and increase awareness and discussed general goals such as becoming more present and focused, broadening perspective, perceiving non-judgmentally, and reducing one's own reactivity. To illustrate these concepts, a vision meditation was introduced, and a 12-minute practice session was conducted, followed by a group discussion.

Coaching 6 – Mindfulness in all Senses. The sixth coaching session focused on the five senses and included the "classic" raisin exercise, which aims to explore all senses - seeing, feeling, hearing, smelling, and tasting. Participants practiced eating a raisin with guidance from the teacher, then independently exploring it, and finally eating it normally. The session ended with a discussion of the experiences and how to apply mindfulness to everyday life or mindful eating.

Coaching 7 – Open Awareness. The seventh coaching introduced a new kind of meditation called "open awareness," where the meditator is open to all sensations without focusing on a particular object of attention (e.g., breath, sounds) or holding onto them. The focus is on open awareness itself, with the breath serving as an anchor in the present moment. Participants explored their first experiences with this type of meditation in group exercises guided by the teacher.

Coaching 8 – Stress and Mindfulness. The eighth coaching session focused on stress, including its definition, psychological reactions, causes, and consequences. The relationship between stress and breath was elaborated to highlight the benefits of mindfulness training in everyday life.

Coaching 9 – How Can We Transfer Mindfulness Training into Everyday Life? The ninth coaching emphasized on the integration of mindfulness practice into daily life. Participants were encouraged to reflect on their progress, experiences, and changes, such as how their practice has developed, the impact of the training on their daily lives, their relationships, and whether there are noticeable changes in their reactions and interpretations, which may influence their goals in life.

Coaching 10 – The Last Time. In the tenth and final coaching session of the mindfulness training, participants engaged in exchanging experiences and a closing ritual, in addition to a presentation. Participants were invited to continue their training and asked to reflect on how the mindfulness training changed over the 10 weeks and how it affected their everyday lives. They then shared their conclusions via chat, which were read out by the teachers, and ended the session with a closing ritual involving a personal object symbolic of the shared journey.

End of Intervention
After the ten weeks of intervention, participants were invited to voluntarily keep using the app for another 10 weeks without coaching sessions. In order to complete the post-test, participants underwent the same assessments as for pre-test for 2 weeks after the last coaching sessions. Participants had the option to take part in the TSST, which was conducted during an additional appointment at the lab.
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