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Abstract

Mindfulness-based interventions are thought to attenuate stress and anxiety while improving focus and awareness. College
students are at risk for and often experience increased stress and anxiety. Consequently, college students may benefit from
mindfulness-based interventions. The purpose of this systematic review of the qualitative literature was to understand and explain
how college students perceive and depict mindfulness-based interventions. A thematic synthesis approach was used to analyze
the literature. Nineteen qualitative studies were included, and four overarching themes identified: awareness, barriers to medi-
tation, improved focus, and facilitator’s role. Awareness included three subordinate themes: emotion regulation, tools for future
use, and relationship with others. Students stated that mindfulness-based interventions were overall beneficial and described them
as a coping mechanism that attenuated their stress, anxiety, and emotions, improved learning, build relationships, and provided
tools for future careers. Findings of this synthesis indicate that mindfulness-based interventions should be developed that
specifically meet the needs of college students. Moreover, future researchers should examine the component of mindfulness-
based interventions that students perceived as most beneficial and the differences in perceptions based on college major. Our
review is a bridge to understanding the vital components of mindfulness-based interventions in college students.

Keywords Mindfulness meditation - Stress - Anxiety - College students - Mindfulness interventions - Mindfulness-based
interventions

Introduction

Excessive stress and anxiety are major dilemmas on college
campuses today, breeding such problems as poor academic
performance, illness, attrition, and depression (Hughes 2005;
Oman et al. 2008; Draper-Clarke and Edwards 2016; Kerrigan
et al. 2017). There has been a rise in college student stress,
anxiety, and depression over the last 14 years and in some
cases, rates have doubled (American College Health
Association 2015). Approximately 20% of first-time, first-
year, college students, will not advance to their sophomore
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year and only 59% of first-time college students will graduate
within 6 years (National Center for Education Statistics 2014).

Within the last two decades mindfulness-based interventions
(MBISs) have been growing in popularity to attenuate stress and
anxiety while improving focus and awareness (Astin 1997,
Shapiro et al. 1998; Demarzo et al. 2014; Bamber and
Morpeth 2019). Mindfulness-based Interventions (MBIs) are
being used in many colleges in hopes to decrease negative
psychological symptoms and attrition, while increasing aca-
demic achievement (Yamada and Victor 2012; Bond et al.
2013; Ramasubramanian 2016). However, there are a multitude
of MBIs available, including mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion (MBSR), mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT),
acceptance-based behavioral therapy (ABBT), Kouk Sun Do,
and many researcher created interventions.

Many interventions exist to reduce stress and anxiety, such
as physical exercise, yoga, and journaling; however, none of
these interventions are focused on changing thought process-
es, self and situational awareness, focus, and emotional reac-
tivity. Awareness, acceptance, non-judgmental thoughts, non-
reactivity, and control of attention characterize MBIs and
practitioners’ perceived experience with each are essential to
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understanding the impact of MBIs (Bishop et al. 2004; Carsen
and Langer 2006; Kabat-Zinn 2006; Malinowski 2013;
Neuser 2010; Rapgay and Bystrisky 2009; White 2014).
Researchers have employed MBIs with college students with
success; moreover, qualitative studies have been conducted to
better understand college students’ perceptions of benefits and
barriers to MBIs. Understanding the effectiveness and percep-
tions of MBIs is essential because a “one size fits all” ap-
proach does not work in mental health or education; therefore,
we cannot assume standardized MBIs would work for all col-
lege students. To construct interventions, health care profes-
sionals, researchers, and educators must understand the devel-
opment, diversity, culture, life experiences, preferences, and
interests of those they target (Gregory and Chapman 2013;
Alegria et al. 2010; Lyzwinski, Caffery, Bambling, and
Sisria, 2018). For example, Watson et al. (2016) reported that
African American women were afraid to tell their peers they
practiced meditation because of the cultural stigma associated
with meditation. College students may perceive and value
MBIs differently than other populations. Once researchers un-
derstand students’ perceptions and values of the target popu-
lation, then appropriate MBIs can be tailored to fit their spe-
cific needs. Therefore, the purpose of this systematic review of
the qualitative literature was to understand how college stu-
dents perceive and describe MBIs, including what they be-
lieve to be the benefits of and barriers to MBIs.

Methods
Inclusion Criteria

All MBI studies with a college student population that report-
ed qualitative data were included in this review. We included
only studies where researchers analyzed qualitative data of
college students’ perceptions and experiences post-MBIs for
stress and anxiety. We included mixed-methods studies, dis-
sertations, and other non-published materials. We included
studies of college students of all ages, genders, and levels of
academic study. Studies were excluded if they were not writ-
ten in English and if they did not include a qualitative com-
ponent Pre-intervention perceptions and expectations of MBIs
were also excluded.

Search Criteria

We conducted a thorough systematic search of multiple data-
bases using the following search terms: “mindful*” AND
“college OR universit*” AND “stress” OR “anxiety.”
Subject headings were exploded to include more potential
articles. Seven medical and psychology databases were
searched and included: MEDLINE, Scopus, PsychINFO,
PubMed, Cochrane, CINAHL, and Campbell Library.
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Database searches resulted in 652 studies, including 8 disser-
tations. Ancestry and hand searches resulted in four additional
studies. After duplicates were removed, 190 studies remained.
Abstracts were screened for eligibility and 170 were removed
for quantitative methodology or non-English language.
Twenty qualitative studies remained, and full-text versions
were read for inclusion. Further review resulted in exclusion
of six studies; two case studies, two that focused on athletic
performance, one mixed method with no clear description of
the qualitative outcomes, and one study that used mantra med-
itation, not MBIs. A second search of the databases were
conducted which resulted in 658 studies, including 5 disserta-
tions. After duplicates were removed and abstracts screened
for inclusion, 13 studies remained. After full-text screening,
an additional 9 studies were excluded; five did not explore
students’ perceptions of MBIs, three focused on athletic per-
formance, one used mediyoga (a combination of meditation
and yoga done together), and one did not include college
students. After both searches, 18 studies remained for inclu-
sion in this review.

Results
Study Characteristics

Of the 18 qualitative studies included in this review, four re-
search teams used phenomenology with sample sizes of 7, 10,
20, and 22; four used grounded theory with samples of 8, 12,
27, and 40; and five used thematic analysis with sample sizes
of 24, 29, 23, 20, and 18; two used conventional content
analysis, with sample sizes of 41 and 17; two used inductive
content analysis, with sample sizes of 28 and 21, and one
reported their methodology as an exploratory pilot study, with
a sample size of 13. Table 1 describes the purpose, design,
intervention, identified themes, and analysis of each article in
this review. Participants in nine of the studies were in helping
professions, such as; occupational therapy, social work,
healthcare, and medicine. Researchers in four studies stated
undergraduate students were used, but disciplines were not
reported. Researchers in four studies reported using under-
graduate and graduate students or did not differentiate. The
final study, researchers used students in a communications
program.

Researchers used a variety of MBIs in their studies.
Researchers in seven studies used MBSR or a modified
MBSR (Birnbaum 2008; Stew 2011; Gockel et al. 2013;
Felton et al. 2015; Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Solhaug et al. 2016;
Kerrigan et al. 2017). Nine researcher teams used researcher
created MBIs or described the meditations as mindfulness
meditations (Parish 2011; Bond et al. 2013; Lauricella 2013;
Johnson 2016; Beck, Vertucchio, Seeman, Milliken, &
Schaab, 2017; Crowley and Munk 2017; Ramasubramanian
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Table 1 Reported qualitative themes

Citation Purpose

Design/Sample

Intervention

Findings

Birnbaum (2008).  Describes how MM in a
group can improve
learning experience
and meet students’

emotional needs.

Parish (2011). Examine the role of
mindfulness in adult

learning.

Stew (2011). Describe the experiences
of occupational
therapy students in
three mindfulness

programs

Bond et al. (2013). Examines the
effectiveness of a
mindfulness-based
course on
psychological
well-being in medical
students.

Qualitative;

Phenomenology
(N =17), Social work
students

Mixed methods;

Grounded theory and
quasi-experimental,
single group,
pretest/posttest.

(N =38), healthcare
program students

Phenomenology

(N =20),
Occupational therapy
students

Mixed methods;

Thematic analysis

(N =24) and quasi
experimental
pretest/post-test design
(N =27), Medical
students

Mindfulness Meditation

adapted from
Mindfulness-Based
Stress Reduction
(MBSR), 8-week, 2-h
weekly sessions

15 weeks mindfulness

training, 20 min of
practice each day

Qualitative; Hermeneutic  Adaptation of MBSR-

4 weeks, each session
90 min

11-week elective course

that integrated
mindfulness
meditation, yoga and
neuroscience didactic
lecture. The course
consisted of one-hour
long yoga and/or
meditation sessions
with a 30-min didactic
lecture

Six themes

Desire to Create A Safe Place: Internal
self-awareness and observation, relationship
with others, tools for future use

Expanding and Observing The ‘Self”:
Expanded consciousness

Containing and Regulating Emotions and
Fears: Maintain focus, awareness and
observation, emotion regulation, enhanced
self-containment, and increase calmness.

Exploring Relationships with Significant
Others- Feelings towards important figures,
development of professional identity

Exploring Ambivalence-Ambivalence toward
MM, internal struggle to practice MM

Synchronicity- Coincidental choices of
meditation themes between group members

Six themes

Experience of mindfulness- Positively affected
their education

Primary effects of mindfulness-Decreases in
stress and anxiety and increased calm and
relaxation

Focus and awareness-Increases in both focuses
related to education and their thoughts and
increases in awareness of their thoughts and
present moment awareness.

Understanding, attentiveness, and
organization-Improved cognition, focus,
and organization

Links to learning-Improved educational
cognition in classroom and clinical setting

Finding time for mindfulness-Difficulty in
finding time to meditate

Five themes:

Workouts for attention-Difficulty finding time
to meditate, meditation takes effort and
discipline

Empty Clouds-Awareness and observation of
thoughts feelings and sensations

Encountering Obstacles- Difficulties with
commitment, confidence, and homework.

Bridging two worlds-Self-exploration,
expanding consciousness, connection with
inner-self, useful tools for life

Using Mindfulness-Focus on academics, tools
for future professional and self-use

Five themes:

Reconnection between mind and
body-Increased awareness and the ability to
control physical and emotional sensations

Community in a competitive
environment-Comradery, self-awareness
within a group and internal conflicts,
acceptance of self

Increased mindfulness-Regulation and
observation of emotion, awareness of
physical sensations

Confidence in using mind-body skills with
patients-Increase in confidence and future
usefulness in practice
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Table 1 (continued)

Citation Purpose Design/Sample Intervention Findings
Stress management-Emotion regulation,
reduced stress, and ability to relax.
Gockel et al. 2013 Determine if brief Mixed methods; Adapted from MBSR, Specific themes not reported. Three themes
mindfulness training Grounded theory included 10 min of emerged based on researcher reported
reduces anxiety and (N=27) and mindfulness training, student perceptions:

Kim et al. (2013).

Lauricella (2013).

Shonin et al.
(2013).

Felton et al. (2015)
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rumination in social
work students while
improving
self-compassion,
empathy, mindfulness,
counseling
self-efficacy,
developing counseling
skills, influence
student outcomes, and
if prior mindfulness
practice influences
learning.

Examine the effects of
Kouk Sun Do on
university students.

Compares MM
experiences of
undergraduate students
with face-to-face
versus digital format.

To explore the
acceptability and
effectiveness of
Meditation Awareness
Training (MAT)

Explored changes in
perceptions of stress
and burnout

Qualitative; Grounded

Qualitative;

nonrandomized cohort
control design.
(N =132), Social work

followed by 5 min of
discussion, for 28
sessions over

students 10 weeks.

Mixed methods; 70-min Kouk Sun Do
Grounded theory exercise sessions were
(N =12) and held three times per
randomized, week for four weeks.
waitlist-control design
(N =30),

undergraduate students

with symptoms of

anxiety

One 30-min face-to-face

theory (N =40), mindfulness

communication meditation session,
students and one 30-min
recorded session
Mixed methods; MAT-adapted from
Interpretative typical
phenomenology mindfulness-based
(N =10) and interventions. 8-week,

Quasi-experimental
case-controlled design
(N =25),
undergraduate students

2-h weekly sessions

MBSR, 75-min, twice
per week

Conventional content
analysis (N =41;
post-intervention),
Master’s-level
graduate students in
mental health

15-week course based on

Learning and skill development-Open to
learning, ability to transfer what was learned
to professional practice

Emotional regulation- Internal sensitization
and ability to manage reactions, ability to
manage stress and anxiety in daily life,
increased self-efficacy and confidence

Focus and awareness-Ability to maintain focus
in the classroom and increases in awareness
of their experiences

Two axial themes

Relaxation-Reduced anxiety, coping with
anxiety, and emotion regulation

Usefulness-Useful and applicable in daily life

Specific themes not reported. Two themes
emerged based on researcher reported
student perceptions:

Face-to-face approach: face-to-face was more
effective, improved focus, increased calm,
refreshed, emotion regulation, interaction
with peers and instructor

Sense of calm: Experienced calmness,
emotional regulation

Four themes:

Development of awareness-Difficult to develop
awareness, increases moment and spiritual
awareness, appreciation for life, increase in
calm and joy, observe emotions

Importance of the traditional course
design-Awareness of impermanence, leaders
of meditation were role models and
indispensable

Increased sense of personal
agency-Acceptance of and ability to observe
emotions and self, becoming more focused
and objective, provides a coping strategy,
ability to regulate emotions.

Well-being, and interactions with
others—Enjoyable experience, compared self
to others, awareness, increased sensitivity to
others, ability to observe their emotions

Five themes at the end of the semester:

Awareness-Aware of the present moment,
increased stress, bodily status

Acceptance-Able to accept difficulties in their
lives, greater self-forgiveness, and emotion
regulation
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Table 1 (continued)

Citation

Purpose

Design/Sample

Intervention

Findings

Hjeltnes et al.
(2015)

Johnson (2016)

Solhaug et al.
(2016)

Beck, A. R.,
Vertucchio, H.,
Seeman, S.,
Milliken, E., &
Schaab (2017)

Describe the experiences
with MBSR and its
effects on their test
anxiety and other daily
challenges.

Examine the effects of
MBI in preparing
students to begin their
professional careers

Examine the subjective
experience of medical
and psychology
students with how they
understand and engage
with mindfulness

Determine if an MBI
intervention will
decrease perceived
stress, increase
attention and
self-compassion, and
explore student
perceptions of MBI
efficacy

counseling, school
counseling, and
marriage and family
counseling

Qualitative; Explorative
reflective thematic
analysis (N =29),
university students

Mixed methods;
Inductive analysis of
online reflective
journals, (N =21),
graduate students

8-week, 2-h weekly
sessions MBSR
intervention.
Semi-structured
individual interviews
one month after
completion of the
intervention.

Mindfulness training
embedded into an
elective course
4 weeks, 2 h each
week with a 4-h
retreat.

Qualitative; interpretative  7-week modified MBSR,

phenomenological
analysis (N =22),
medicine and clinical
psychology students

Mixed methods;
Explorative reflective
thematic analysis
(N =20),
undergraduate
communication
disorders and graduate
speech language
pathology

6 weekly sessions each
lasting 90 min and a
6-h session at the end.

7 weeks breathing
meditation and yoga.
Weekly sessions,
lasting 20 min

Therapeutic Relationship-Better able to be
present with, more empathy, and less
emotional reactive with clients

Increased Awareness of Stress and
Burnout-Being aware of these emotions

Self-Compassion-Self-acceptance

Five Themes:

Finding an inner source of calm-The ability to
decrease ruminative thoughts, worries, fear,
and negative feelings

Sharing a human struggle- Experiencing
others that share the same problems as
themselves

Staying focused in learning situations-Refocus
when distracted by anxious thoughts

Moving from fear to curiosity in academic
learning-Looking for novel ways to
approach learning

Feeling more self-acceptance when facing
difficult situations-Acceptance of
themselves when struggling in their daily
lives.

Greater Mindfulness: seven subthemes

Inner and Outer Awareness-Greater physical
and mental awareness

Present Focus/Attention-Increased focus and
concentration

Self-Regulation-Regulation of emotion and
focus

Equanimity/detachment/non-reactivity-Ability
to accept things without reacting

Self-compassion/self-acceptance-Increased
self-acceptance and more compassionate
towards themselves.

Compassion/common humanity-Increased
ability to empathize

Fear/discomfort-No increase in mindfulness
for fear or made them uncomfortable

Engaging with Mindfulness; Four themes

Relaxation and Concentration-Shift to
increased aware of their body and sensations
perceived, and more focused on sensory
perceptions.

Containing Difficult Thoughts and
Emotions-Better able to control thoughts and
emotions

Self-Acceptance-Acceptance of one’s self

Broadening the Perspective—Relationships
with Others-Increased patience and
improved quality of relationships

Two major themes, five sub-themes.

Physical/mental feelings resulting from
practice:

Sub-themes:

Positive Mental- The ability to calm oneself
and overcome stress.

Positive Physical-The physical feeling of less
stress

Negative Physical-The physical feeling of
tiredness after practice

Impressions of practice/ideas raised
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Table 1 (continued)

Citation Purpose Design/Sample

Intervention

Findings

Crowley and Munk Examine the effects if a
2017) 15-week MBI course
on undergraduate
student’s well-being

Qualitative; Inductive
analysis (N =28),
undergraduate students

Examine the benefits,
dynamics, and context
of MBSR in college
students

Kerrigan et al.
(2017)

Qualitative; Thematic
content and narrative
analyses (N =23),
university students

Ramasubramanian, Explore the effects of
S. (2017) mindfulness course on
positive emotion and
stress in first year
college students

Mixed methods;
Explorative reflective
thematic analysis
(N =18), first year
college students.

Schwind et al. 2017 Explore the impact of
implementing MBI
into the higher
education classroom

Qualitative; Exploratory
pilot study N =13),
undergraduate and
graduate students

Kindel H. (2018) Explore MBISs to assist
students with
self-regulation and

stress management

Mixed methods;
Semi-structure
interviews using
qualitative inquiry,
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15-week elective college
course. Met twice a
week for 75 min.
Included three
meditations, first
20-30 min, second
and third 10-20 min.

8-week MBSR program.

Adapted MBI, weekly,
14 weeks for 40 min

8-week, 5 min breathing
meditation before
class, and 5 min
loving kindness
meditation at the end
of class.

Meditation for 14 weeks,

weekly for 15 min at
the start of each class.

Subthemes:

Positive statements about doing
practice-Reflections on positive outcomes
of meditation practice.

Intention to do practice on own-Participants
stating they plan to continue practices they
learned

Researchers reported three major areas

Mindfulness- Paying attention, remaining
aware, acceptance, curiosity, and openness
without judgement

Psychological well-being-The ability to
regulate emotions positively

Compassion-Empathy for others

Six Themes:

Being in the Present Moment-Moment to
moment awareness

We Aren't Perfect: Practicing
Nonjudgment-The ability to let-go,
acceptance

From “Checking in” to “Stepping
Back”-Reframing a situation and awareness
of their emotions. Control of emotions

Reduced Stress and Anxiety and Improved
Coping-Better able to control their stress and
anxiety

Increased Productivity and a Healthier
Relationship to Academics-Increased ability
to focus and be productive

Experiencing a Non-"'University” State of
Mind-Protection from others stress response
typical of university students

Seven Themes:

Relaxed-Feelings of physical and mental
relaxation

Focused-Greater ability to focus

Well-rested-Increased feeling of rest and better
sleep

Aware and alive- Increased feelings of
awareness

Joyful-More pleasant and energized emotions

Optimistic-Greater ability to handle a day’s
tasks

Grateful- Increase ability to communicate with
others

No Difference-Did not notice any differences
after mindfulness practice

Specific themes not reported. Researchers
reported two outcomes.

Students-Student reported increased calm and
focus and decreased stress and anxiety;
reported difficulty in finding time to
meditate at home. They thought it helpful for
guided meditation at home.

Instructors-Instructor reported increased focus
and improved behavior in the classroom.

Eight Themes:

Prior Experience-Any reported prior
experience with MBIs
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Table 1 (continued)

Citation Purpose Design/Sample

Intervention Findings

(N =17), graduate
physical therapy
students

Perception-Perceptions of MBI, prior, current
and changes in those perceptions

Mindfulness Tools-Tools that worked and did
not work for the participants

Challenges-Challenges participants
experienced while practicing MBIs

Stress Management-MBIs assisted in
decreasing stress and the greater ability to
manage stress

Self-Regulation-Participants were better able to
control reactions, had improved
self-observation, and self-evaluation

Continued Application-Tools for the future and
participants attitudes toward continued
practice

Feedback on Course-Feedback on all aspects
of the course.

2016; Schwind et al. 2017; Kindel 2018), one research team
used Mindfulness Awareness Training (Shonin et al. 2013)
and one research team used Kouk Sun Do (Kim et al. 2013).
Interventions varied from four to 15 weeks, with one to seven
sessions per week, and each session lasting five minutes to
two hours. Two research teams used an extended, either half
or full day session (Johnson 2016; Solhaug et al. 2016), one
research team had three sessions spaced out over 15 weeks,
(Crowley and Munk 2017), and one researcher had two ses-
sion lasting 30 min each (Lauricella 2013).

Study Findings

Despite the significant differences in the interventions, out-
comes in all 18 studies were favorable. Fifteen research teams
identified themes during analysis, which ranged from two to
eight. Three research teams did not specify themes during
analysis (Gockel et al. 2013; Lauricella 2013; Schwind et al.
2017). Researchers in all studies reported in their themes or
outcomes that MBIs increased awareness and emotional reg-
ulation. Seven research teams specifically reported students
had increased self-acceptance (Bond et al. 2013; Shonin
et al. 2013; Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Felton et al. 2015; Johnson
2016; Solhaug et al. 2016). Moreover, 12 research teams re-
ported that MBIs decreased student stress and anxiety, in-
creased their ability to stay calm, relaxed, rested and improved
their overall emotional wellbeing (Parish 2011; Bond et al.
2013; Kim et al. 2013; Lauricella 2013; Shonin et al. 2013;
Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Solhaug et al. 2016; Beck et al. 2017,
Kerrigan et al. 2017; Ramasubramanian 2016; Schwind et al.
2017; Kindel 2018).

Researchers reported that MBIs led to improved focus and
academic abilities. Improved concentration, focus, and orga-
nization was an outcome or theme reported by 10 research

teams (Birnbaum 2008; Parish 2011; Gockel et al. 2013;
Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Johnson 2016; Solhaug et al. 2016;
Beck et al. 2017; Ramasubramanian 2016; Schwind et al.
2017; Kindel 2018). Improvements in learning or overall ac-
ademic ability was reported by five research teams (Parish
2011; Stew 2011; Gockel et al. 2013; Hjeltnes et al. 2015;
Kerrigan et al. 2017). Furthermore, researchers also reported
that MBIs gave them tools that they could use in the future,
either with future patients or for themselves. Seven research
teams reported themes or outcomes where students stated they
would use mindfulness techniques with their patients or for
themselves in the future (Birnbaum 2008; Stew 2011; Bond
et al. 2013; Gockel et al. 2013; Felton et al. 2015; Beck et al.
2017; Kindel et al. 2018).

Researchers reported that students often reported that par-
ticipating in MBIs was a positive experience, increased their
happiness, improved their relationships and compassion, and
gave them a greater sense of comradery with classmates.
Parish (2011), Shonin et al. (2013), and Beck et al. (2017),
reported that students had positive experiences with MBIS
and Ramasubramanian (2016) reported that MBIs increased
students’ happiness. Birnbaum (2008) reported that students
made coincidental choices of meditation themes among group
members. Bond et al. (2013) and Hjeltnes et al. (2015) report-
ed that students found comradery within competitive environ-
ments and with those that shared the same problems as them-
selves. Likewise, nine research teams reported that students
had improved compassion and relationships after participating
in MBIs (Birnbaum 2008; Lauricella 2013; Shonin et al. 2013;
Felton et al. 2015; Johnson 2016; Solhaug et al. 2016;
Crowley and Munk 2017; Kerrigan et al. 2017,
Ramasubramanian 2016).

Conversely, researchers in several studies reported barriers
to MBIs. Birnbaum (2008), Stew (2011), Johnson (2016),
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Schwind et al. (2017) reported that students were either am-
bivalent about meditation or lacked confidence in their ability
to meditate. Moreover, Parish (2011), Stew (2011), Solhaug
et al. (2016), and Kindel (2018) reported that students had
difficulty finding time to meditate outside of the scheduled
sessions. Ramasubramanian (2016) reported some students
found no difference in their wellbeing after the MBI. Several
research teams reported on the importance of the MBI facili-
tator. Four reported that the facilitator was invaluable to the
students’ experience (Lauricella 2013; Shonin et al. 2013;
Schwind et al. 2017; Kindel 2018). Contrary to these out-
comes, Kim et al. (2013) reported that the role of the facilitator
was not significant in the outcomes of the MBIs.

Researchers reported several implications. Many reported that
MBIs would be beneficial if they were incorporated into univer-
sities and a variety of curriculums (Birnbaum 2008; Parish 2011;
Stew 2011; Gockel et al. 2013; Lauricella 2013; Crowley and
Munk 2017; Kerrigan et al. 2017). They also reported the need
for further research on the influence of gender, culture, age, rank
in college, and major of study (Johnson 2016; Crowley and
Munk 2017; Ramasubramanian 2016). Furthermore, researchers’
implications noted further need for evaluation of the delivery
method, long-term effects, overall credibility of curriculum im-
plemented programs, and facilitator training (Bond et al. 2013;
Lauricella 2013; Shonin et al. 2013; Johnson 2016; Crowley and
Munk 2017; Ramasubramanian 2016; Schwind et al. 2017).
Finally, researchers recommended further research exploring
MBIs and performance anxiety, general mental health, and rela-
tionships between MBIs, communication, stress, coping and ac-
ademic flexibility (Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Ramasubramnian 2017).

Synthesis Method

We used the thematic synthesis approach to interpret and an-
alyze characteristics from each study. We used this method
because it allowed us to address intervention concerns and
suitability (Barnett-Page and Thomas 2009). Articles were
read, and results presented in the articles were independently
coded. Then we discussed our codes and came to consensus.
Next, we developed themes that described the coded text
(Thomas and Harden 2008). Through further discussion, we
determined that some themes were subsumed under broader
themes. Thematic synthesis approach allowed for comparison
throughout analysis. After carefully reading, analyzing, com-
paring, and discussing studies for similarities and differences,
we agreed upon four overarching themes. These themes in-
cluded: awareness, barriers to meditation, improved focus,
and facilitator’s role.

Themes

The first of the four over-arching themes that became apparent
during analysis was awareness. Awareness is described as
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consciousness of mental and physical perceptions. During the-
matic synthesis, we believed that several themes should be
subsumed under awareness. The subordinate themes were rec-
ognized because of a greater self-awareness experienced by
the students. These subordinate themes were named: emotion
regulation, tools for future use, and relationship with others.
The second theme, barriers to meditation, reflected students’
perceptions of difficulties to practicing MBI’s. The third
theme, improved focus, reflected students greater mental fo-
cus after participating in MBIs. The final theme, facilitators’
role, reflected the importance of MBI instructors. The themes
are further described below.

Awareness

The most common student perception of MBIs was increased
awareness, which was reported in all 18 studies. Through
meditative practice students became aware of their countless
thoughts and sensations and found they were able to gain
control over these thoughts (Stew 2011). Participants reported
a growth in ‘present moment awareness’. This was often
expressed in terms of feeling joy due to being aware of the
“here and now” and how to “live their life better” (Shonin
et al. 2013, p. 854; Ramasubramanian 2016, p. 316). Shonin
et al. (2013) also stated that students gained awareness and
control of their various thoughts through MBIs. They reported
that once awareness developed, they learned to be present in
the moment (Shonin et al. 2013). Students reported that MBIs
increased their awareness of thoughts, feelings, and emotions
Students reported that they were able to “reconnect” with their
thoughts and bodily sensations throughout the day with short
informal meditations (Kerrigan et al. 2017; Johnson 2016;
Parish 2011; Beck et al. 2017). Moreover, students reported
that mindful showers and body scans were helpful because it
focused their awareness on sensations of water hitting their
bodies and specific muscle tension respectively, increasing the
mind-body connection (Johnson 2016; Kindel 2018). This
awareness promoted understanding and aided students’ atten-
tiveness while studying and organizing their coursework
(Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Parish 2011).

Students also described awareness of the connection be-
tween mind and body. They reported an increase in awareness
of bodily sensations and responses to these sensations (Bond
etal. 2013; Johnson 2016; Kindel 2018). Researchers reported
that nearly all students were more aware of their physical and
mental sensations and that they experienced increased calm,
tranquility, and were in harmony with their bodies (Johnson
2016; Ramasubramanian 2016; Beck et al. 2017; Kindel
2018). Stew (2011) stated, “This sense of self-inquiry...can
awaken a desire for authenticity and a connection with an
inner self” (p. 272). Self-inquiry is a continual attention to
the inner-self, asking ones-self ‘who am I’, until awareness
of the true self is realized (Sattler 2011). The practice of self-
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inquiry led the students to develop self-awareness and allowed
them to grasp the physical and psychological sensations they
were experiencing, which led to greater mind-body awareness
and true self-evaluation. Once self-awareness was realized,
through self-inquiry, students reported the ability attenuate
their responses to unpleasant sensations and situations (Bond
et al. 2013; Kindel 2018).

Emotion Regulation In all 18 studies, researchers reported that
students learned to regulate their emotions and improve their
coping ability. Researchers’ comments that reflected the abil-
ity to regulate emotions were coded under the subsumed
theme, emotion regulation. Students’ believed they became
more self-aware and could acknowledge and understand sen-
sations within their own bodies, which increased their ability
to control their reactions (Bond et al. 2013; Kindel 2018).
They learned to maintain awareness regardless of perceived
sensations and to “observe from within, despite the challenge
of simultaneously” experiencing intense “physical” and psy-
chological “sensations” while “noting possible relationships
between them” (Birnbaum 2008, p. 843). Students also report-
ed that participation in MBIs increased their awareness of
when academic anxiety began to distract them from their per-
formance or new stress building. Students were able to use
that awareness to refocus their attention to the task at hand or
eliminate the perceived stress before it became overwhelming
(Felton et al. 2015; Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Kerrigan et al. 2017,
Schwind et al. 2017; Ramasubramanian 2016). Additionally,
students reported they were able to control their emotions after
a stressful day using MBI techniques (Beck et al. 2017). They
reported that MBIs enabled their ability to contain reactions to
strong emotional stimuli and accepted themselves and their
feelings, while maintaining emotional security, despite
experiencing distress (Shonin et al. 2013; Solhaug et al.
2016; Kindel 2018). Similarly, students stated they were better
able to “respond appropriately to the situation at hand” (Stew
2011, p. 273), reply to situations with non-reactivity, and man-
age difficult situations. This emotional and non-reactivity con-
trol enhanced their ability to manage stress and anxiety, in-
cluding in the clinical setting (Bond et al. 2013; Gockel et al.
2013; Johnson 2016; Kindel 2018). Correspondingly, students
reported that they were more calm, relaxed, and peaceful after
MBI training. Researchers reported that MBIs left them joy-
ful, optimistic, and grateful for the experiences. These tranquil
emotions allowed them to attenuate, regulate, and control their
overall emotions (Crowley and Munk 2017; Hjeltnes et al.
2015; Kim et al. 2013; Lauricella 2013; Parish 2011;
Solhaug et al. 2016; Ramasubramanian 2016).

Tools for the Future: Self and Patients Students in the helping
professions reported that MBIs helped them in their profes-
sional clinical practice (Bond et al. 2013; Gockel et al. 2013).
We coded these outcomes under the sub theme termed, fools

for the future: self and patients. This subordinate theme was
coded in seven of the 18 articles. Gockel et al. (2013) stated,
“the use of mindfulness in the classroom helped to affirm the
continuing importance of the practice in relation to their new
professional role” (p. 350). Students reportedly coached their
patients to use MBIs and would use it themselves before the
onset of therapeutic sessions (Bond et al. 2013; Kindel 2018).
Students taught their patients MBIs, providing them with an
additional coping mechanism (Bond et al. 2013) “to support
themselves and their patients” (Stew 2011, p.273).

Students believed that MBIs increased their ability to em-
pathize with and be more present for their patients. Felton
et al. (2015) reported that mindfulness training increased the
students, “ability to be present with clients” (p. 165). They
also found that they had an improved therapeutic relationship
with their patients because of decreased reactivity to strong or
difficult emotions while working with their patients (Felton
etal. 2015; Gockel et al. 2013; Beck et al. 2017). Gockel et al.
(2013) states, “Thus, mindfulness practice appeared to help
this group of novice trainees make more conscious and delib-
erate choices about their responses to clients in session”
(p-349). The ability to use MBIs in the future for themselves
was appealing, “Clearly they were interested in such tools for
future use as well” (Birnbaum 2008, p.841) and students stat-
ed, it would be beneficial to start their days off with medita-
tion. They also reported that with the various ways there were
to meditate, it allowed the students to choose which method
worked best for them (Beck et al. 2017; Kindel 2018).
Students believed that MBIs better prepared them for practice
by increasing their confidence and decreasing anxiety (Bond
et al. 2013; Kindel 2018). Medical students came to under-
stand the importance of the mind-body connection within
overall health status and gained confidence in recommending
alternative therapies to their patients (Bond et al. 2013). MBIs
changed the way medical students viewed medicine in gener-
al, creating a more holistic view of health.

Relationship with Others Researchers reported in 11 of the 18
studies that students’ relationships with others, whether class-
mates, instructors, clients, or friends were impacted by MBIs
(Birnbaum 2008; Bond et al. 2013; Crowley and Munk 2017,
Felton et al. 2015; Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Kerrigan et al. 2017;
Lauricella 2013; Shonin et al. 2013; Solhaug et al. 2016;
Johnson 2016; Ramasubramanian 2016). These relationships
and outcomes were coded under the secondary theme, rela-
tionship with others. Students were more likely to critically
examine their relationships with others after participating in
MBIs and were able to determine how those relationships
affected their lives, which created an increased self-awareness.
Students attempted to understand the significance and impli-
cations of relationships with teachers and others within their
new professional role, while being more perceptive to feelings
and needs of others and gaining “greater autonomy within
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relationships™ (Shonin et al. 2013, p. 859), a “greater social
connection” (Crowley and Munk 2017, p. 95), increased abil-
ity “to enjoy activities” (Kerrigan et al. 2017, p. 913), “focus
on being more kind” (Ramasubramanian 2016, p. 316), and
“greater sense of their common humanity” (Johnson 2016,
p-145) with others (Birnbaum 2008). They used awareness
to identify their feelings towards, and the role of, influential
individuals in shaping their professional self (Birnbaum 2008;
Johnson 20161). Students initially compared their progress
with others and the belief that others were advancing faster.
This motivated the group to practice (Kerrigan et al. 2017,
Shonin et al. 2013). Medical students experienced an increase
in friendships in what is usually a very competitive environ-
ment (Bond et al. 2013). MBIs enabled them to acknowledge
and understand their competitive natures and find a greater
sense of community. Moreover, students reported they felt
“less alone with their performance anxiety”, knowing that
other students were dealing with the same issues (Hjeltnes
etal. 2015; Johnson 2016). Students reported they were better
able to examine their relationships, that they had enhanced
personal relationships, and gained a sense of security and un-
derstanding through these relationships after participation in
MBIs (Solhaug et al. 2016; Johnson 2016).

Barriers to Meditation

Barriers to meditation was described as any perception that
prevented students from participating fully in MBIs.
Researchers reported barriers to meditation in 9 of the 18
studies. Students experienced three barriers to meditation: am-
bivalence, time to meditate, and anxiety/fear of meditation. A
majority reported that students experienced ambivalence
about MBIs, found it difficult to incorporate MBI into their
daily routine, or that MBI practice increased their anxiousness
(Bimbaum 2008; Kerrigan et al. 2017; Parish 2011; Schwind
et al. 2017; Stew 2011; Solhaug et al. 2016; Johnson 2016;
Ramasubramanian 2016; Kindel 2018). Ambivalence towards
meditation “was an internal struggle raging over the extent to
which students should have allowed themselves to go along
with the experience, and over its consequences” (Birnbaum
2008 p. 844). Students reported that they had no change after
MBIs and that they possibly did not put forth enough effort in
MBI practice which increased their ambivalence and anxiety
(Ramasubramanian 2016). Time was a major barrier in com-
mitting to MBIs homework. Some students reported that it
was not worthwhile given opposing responsibilities and often
believed they were not productive if they spent time meditat-
ing (Kerrigan et al. 2017; Solhaug et al. 2016; Johnson 2016;
Kindel 2018). Researchers also reported that students found it
arduous to commit to the meditative homework, thought it too
reminiscent of academics, and that homework practice ses-
sions left them feeling uncertain, unsure, and tentative
(Schwind et al. 2017; Stew 2011; Solhaug et al. 2016).
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While other students agreed that finding time for MBIs prac-
tice was challenging, they also felt guilty when they forwent
practice. However, to prevent the feelings of guilt, researchers
encouraged them to bring mindfulness to everyday tasks
(Parish 2011; Stew 2011; Solhaug et al. 2016).

Improved Focus

Improved focus was a theme found in 12 of the 18 studies.
Improved focus is described as the ability to maintain focus on
current tasks without the mind wandering. “Several [students]
spoke of the ability to use mindfulness to concentrate more
easily on mental tasks” (Parish 2011, p.273). They believed
that MBIs fostered their ability to focus while studying, which
made studying easier. They were also able to focus when they
were troubled by academic anxiety or while taking exams
(Hjeltnes et al. 2015; Schwind et al. 2017; Stew 2011). They
reported that if their mind wandered during tasks, they were
able to bring the focus back to the tasks at hand (Kindel 2018).
Moreover, researchers reported that students had greater pres-
ent moment focus and were able to focus on a single thought,
which allowed them to complete tasks easily and without dis-
tractions (Johnson 2016; Ramasubramanian 2016; Beck et al.
2017; Kindel 2018). During class, students stated they per-
ceived less anxiety and increased focus, which resulted in
higher work productivity (Birnbaum 2008; Gockel et al.
2013; Kerrigan et al. 2017; Solhaug et al. 2016; Kindel
2018). Finally, students reported they were more relaxed and
less anxious during testing which allowed them to be “more
careful and thorough on tests” (Parish 2011, p. 56) or “more
present...taking difficult exams” (Hjeltnes et al. 2015).

Facilitator’s Role

Facilitator’s role was described as students’ perceptions of
interactions with facilitators, the facilitators’ roles, or the fa-
cilitators themselves. The role of the facilitator was coded in
five of 18 studies. Students reported that interactions with
MBIs facilitators were essential in the development of mind-
fulness skills. They recognized the importance of supportive
practices and facilitators (Shonin et al. 2013). “The role of the
facilitators was described as ‘essential’ and their execution of
the role as ‘inspiring’” (Shonin et al. 2013, p.856).
Additionally, “the face-to-face exercise was more effective
because they preferred the personal connection with the in-
structor” (Lauricella 2013, p. 685). Moreover, “the tone of
voice and pacing of guiding mindfulness impacted their expe-
rience” (Schwind et al. 2017, p. 94) and that an “authentic
teacher” made MBIs more appealing for participation
(Kindel 2018, p. 150). Contrarily, Kim et al. (2013) reported
that MBIs was a self-induced method of relaxation. Therefore,
they did not require facilitation by trained individuals or ex-
ternal guidance. Kim et al. (2013) did not report if students
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perceived the facilitators’ role as important or if this role was
necessary to achieve their MBIs goals.

Discussion

We identified four overarching themes: awareness, barriers to
meditation, improved focus, and facilitators’ role. Future re-
searchers and those implementing MBIs should recognize per-
ceived benefits of MBIs and design interventions/programs to
meet the unique needs of college students. Students believed
that practicing MBIs increased their awareness of thoughts,
feelings, sensations, and surroundings. The newfound aware-
ness enabled their understanding and acceptance of chal-
lenges, allowed them to examine relationships, and care for
patients, all while regulating emotions and experiencing re-
duced distress. Additionally, when faced with an unpleasant
task, sensation, or life event, they approached it with a calm,
rational demeanor. The awareness that developed gave stu-
dents a sense of “peace and calm” (Shonin et al. 2013;
Ramasubramanian 2016). Students were able to critically
evaluate their thought processes and understand more clearly
what their lives and life experiences meant to them.
Awareness of emotions and sensations helped students dis-
criminate between negative and positive behaviors (Stew
2011; Kindel 2018). Correspondingly, students must become
aware of their thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations to
acquire the ability to regulate their emotions (Birnbaum
2008; Stew 2011; Kindel 2018). Self-awareness supports ac-
ceptance and calm management of unpleasant situations. The
findings reported in this synthesis are essential to consider
when developing and implementing MBIs for college stu-
dents. Mindfulness-based interventions for college students,
not unlike the general population, should primarily focus on
awareness, because awareness was perceived by students as
the most beneficial outcome. Awareness during MBIs could
come from several forms of meditation: awareness of breath
meditations, thoughts meditations, walking meditations,
shower meditations, and/or eating meditations. Each of these
types of meditations bring awareness to the present moment.
Guiding students to remain aware of the present moment can
help them understand and regulate thoughts, feelings, and
emotions; which will then help them in academics, future
work, and professional and personal relationships. This qual-
itative synthesis supports MBIs to improve awareness and
emotional regulation in college students. It is important to note
that emotion regulation requires internal self-awareness; the
cognizance of thoughts and feelings that are experienced.
Many Interventions have been used with college students
attempting to improve wellbeing and decrease stress and anx-
iety. These range from physical exercise, journaling, yoga,
coloring, etc. Each of these interventions can be beneficial in
some way. However, none of these interventions are

developed to change thought processes. Mindfulness-based
interventions change practitioners thought process, which
makes them more aware of self and improves their situational
awareness, focus, and emotional reactivity. Moreover, many
of these interventions require practitioners to set aside time to
complete; conversely, MBIs exist that can be completed while
eating, showering, walking, and driving. The change in
thought processes and the ease of which MBIs can be inte-
grated into daily routines makes MBIs an optimal intervention
for the college student population.

Implications

The addition of MBIs into a daily routine may be arduous to
college students; this must be considered when designing in-
terventions specifically for college students. They frequently
have demanding schedules that prohibit the inclusion of for-
mal MBIs. To encourage college students to integrate MBIs
into daily routines, interventions may need to be altered to
better fit their schedules. Length of the interventions were
not addressed. Students initially experienced a sense of being
overwhelmed (as a barrier); but were eventually able to incor-
porate MBIs into their daily routines. Students perceived two
main barriers that must be considered when developing MBIs;
time and ambivalence. Students with heavy school workload
may feel overburdened and ambivalent about learning to prac-
tice MBIs. Future researchers should examine the length of
time it takes for students to no longer feel overwhelmed with
MBIs. Moreover, intervention implementation should be
scheduled around their school workload and they should be
given practical guidance on implementing MBIs into daily
practice; such as those that can be done while driving, walk-
ing, showering, and eating. If this is not done effectively,
students may not practice or become adept at MBIs and there-
fore, not benefit from the intervention. Students beginning
MBIs should be presented with potential benefits of MBIs.
They may be more apt to continue and be consistent with
MBIs practice if presented with outcomes of continued prac-
tice; increased ability to concentrate, focus, and academic per-
formance, while decreasing their perceived distress.
Learning is impaired by excessive levels of stress and anx-
iety, which hinders attentiveness, recall, and critical thinking,
leading to poor academic performance, burnout, and attrition
(Kitzrow 2003; Beddoe and Murphy 2004; Morgan 2016).
MBI research supports claims that it can improve concentra-
tion and focus, enhancing overall learning. Mindfulness-based
interventions could be structured into college orientations,
course electives, and organization activities. For example, dur-
ing college orientation, new students could be given brief
instruction on MBIs focused on awareness, such as awareness
of breath, which can be practiced during tests, while studying,
or at any other perceived stressful event. Students should be
informed that if they begin to feel ambivalent and inundated,
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that this is normal and expected, but with continued practice,
they will move beyond those feelings and experience the ben-
efits that MBIs have to offer.

Nonetheless, researchers should explore differences in
MBI experiences between those in helping professions and
students in other majors with different perceived stresses and
anxieties. Most researchers of the studies used in this synthesis
used students in helping professions (i.e. social work, physical
therapy, medicine, etc.). Students in other majors may experi-
ence MBIs differently than those in the helping majors.

Lastly, MBIs for college students should be facilitator led.
While there was limited evidence of the importance of facili-
tators, those that did examine this role found that students
perceived facilitator led interventions more effective than
self-led. Additionally, they found facilitators to be motivating
influences to continued practice (Lauricella 2013; Shonin
et al. 2013; Schwind et al. 2017; Kindel 2018). College stu-
dents found value in relationships they had with their facilita-
tors; therefore, facilitators should offer students the ability to
ask questions and seek guidance when experiencing ambiva-
lent feelings. Student should be able to use the facilitators as
role models for their own practices. Nevertheless, future re-
searchers should explore the need for facilitators since there
are several phone applications, compact discs, online video,
and computer led MBI programs available that may be used in
place of facilitators. Future researchers might determine how
facilitators influence outcomes of MBIs.

Limitations

This review had several limitations. There were a limited
number of studies included in this review which could have
influenced our thematic analysis of the literature. While an
extensive literature search was conducted there is still poten-
tial for missed data. However, even with the limited number of
articles synthesized in this review we saw the same themes
emerging across studies. Additionally, this review relies solely
on the feedback of students and their perceptions of MBIs.
Finally, this review is a thematic synthesis, which requires
reviewers to examine the original researchers’ themes and
create analytic themes. We potentially could have
misinterpreted the original themes of our analysis; however,
we independently coded the themes and discussed to come to
consensus.

Conclusion

This synthesis will help guide future MBIs design, implemen-
tation, and research in the college student population. The
results can be used to begin to develop MBIS that are suitable,
appropriate, and specifically designed for stress and anxiety in
college students. Students reported that MBIs were difficult to
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incorporate into their busy schedules and preferred face-to-
face contact with facilitators. Researchers should consider
the importance in devising MBIs that are facilitator led and
not perceived as overly time consuming. Mindfulness-based
interventions were perceived to improve the students’ ability
to increase awareness and regulate emotion. The ability to
focus and learn was enhanced after completing the MBIs.
Researchers should further explore these outcomes to deter-
mine if MBIs has potential to decrease attrition and improve
academic outcomes.

Through this thematic synthesis we have discerned several
important characteristics of MBIs that must be accounted for
when developing interventions or programs geared toward
college students. A phenomenon is occurring with MBIs,
and programs are being implemented on many college cam-
puses, classrooms, and communities. Due to the sweeping rise
in MBIs, it is essential that we implement programs that fit the
lives of the population that is using them. Our review is a
small piece in understanding the essential components needed
in MBIs for college students.
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