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PROMOTING THE PSYCHO-SOCIAL WELL-BEING OF
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS THROUGH MINDFULNESS:
A FOCUS ON REGULATING DIFFICULT EMOTIONS
Hülya Kosar Altinyelken

Graduate School of Child Development and Education, University of Amsterdam,
Amsterdam, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This qualitative study explores the potential of a mindfulness programme for
providing psycho-social support to international students in higher educa-
tion. The article focuses on analysing the nature of emotional distress among
students, how they regulate difficult emotions, and the effects of the mind-
fulness programme on emotion regulation. For this purpose, in-depth inter-
views were conducted with students before and after the mindfulness
programme, and the weekly mindfulness sessions were observed. The
study identified that stress, anxiety, anger, sadness, loneliness and insecurity
were among the most difficult emotions experienced by international stu-
dents. Through mindfulness, students improved in awareness of their emo-
tions, learnt to relate to difficult emotions more constructively, and regulated
negative emotions more effectively. Nevertheless, many suggested that they
would have welcomed more attention to emotion regulation, as it was
identified as a key challenge in their lives. These findings have important
implications for the psycho-social well-being and academic achievement of
international students.

Introduction

There has been growing interest in incorporating mindfulness programmes
into higher education to promote universal mental health and stimulate
contemplative learning. Some universities have been exploring how mind-
fulness meditation can be integrated into the curriculum to enhance student
engagement and understanding of subject matter and to contribute to the
development of a set of skills that are central to the learning process, such as
concentration, attention, awareness, open-mindedness and information pro-
cessing (Bush 2011; Rogers 2013). Furthermore, mindfulness is sought after
due to its proven effects in reducing stress, cultivating emotional balance, and
building important affective and interpersonal capacities that foster psycho-
logical well-being (Shapiro, Brown, and Astin 2011).
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One Dutch university began offering an eight-week mindfulness pro-
gramme in 2013 for its growing number of international students. The
programme is offered by the Student Psychologists Centre; it aims to sup-
port international students with their adjustment difficulties and stressors
through helping to cultivate awareness about their thoughts and feelings,
promoting self-compassion and self-care, and showing them how to cope
with stress in more constructive ways. This study seeks to explore the lived
experiences of students who participated in the mindfulness programme
during the spring of 2016. For this purpose, in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with participating students before and after the mindfulness pro-
gramme, and mindfulness sessions were observed. This paper addresses the
following research questions:

(1) What are the most commonly experienced negative emotions among
the international students who have chosen to participate in this
mindfulness programme?

(2) How do international students regulate negative emotions, and what
challenges do they encounter?

(3) From the perspectives of international students, what are the out-
comes of the mindfulness programme as far as regulating negative
emotions?

Offering mindfulness training to international students as a form of
psycho-social support is a relatively new phenomenon. Furthermore, most
of the studies on mindfulness are based on quantitative approaches
(Shapiro, Brown, and Astin 2011; Tarrasch 2015), while this study incorpo-
rates a series of in-depth interviews and extensive observations across the
weekly mindfulness sessions. As such, the study offers rich accounts of
students’ inner worlds and lived experiences with mindfulness. Grossman
and Van Dam (2011, 235) urge for more qualitative studies on the grounds
that they ‘are likely to provide greater insight into psychological mechan-
isms and characteristics associated with mindfulness than five minute self-
report inventories, especially because semantic complexities and response
biases may be better addressed in one-on-one interactions’.

The paper is structured as follows: in the next section, an overview of the
literature on the psycho-social well-being of international students and mind-
fulness interventions in higher education is presented, with a particular focus
on the relevance of mindfulness for emotion regulation. Then, the methodo-
logical choices in this study are outlined, and the findings are presented
under three sections, in alignment with the three research questions: com-
monly experienced negative emotions among international students, strate-
gies to regulate negative emotions, and the impact of the mindfulness
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programme on emotion regulation. Finally, the main findings are discussed in
relation to comparable studies, and their implications are considered.

Psycho-social well-being among international students

University life appears to be stressful, as many students experience mental
health problems and social difficulties. A recent iteration of the American
College Health Association’s annual survey (ACHA 2016) involving 33,512
students at 51 campuses revealed that a considerable proportion of respon-
dents reported that within the past two weeks they had felt hopelessness
(21.5%), overwhelmed (55.8%), exhausted (54.1%), very lonely (27.9%), very
sad (30.5%), depression that impaired functioning (14.7%) and overwhelm-
ing anxiety (28.5%). For international students, everyday life at host univer-
sities could be even more stressful. These sojourners’ experience can involve
alienation and disorientation, as well as uncertainties and anxieties about
the future. Hence, rather than experiencing an enticing journey, ‘the nega-
tive effects of acculturation could have an adverse impact on students’ day-
to-day functioning and academic performance’ (Elliot, Reid, and Baumfield
2016, 2199).

Some of the most commonly experienced difficulties among interna-
tional students are the absence of friendships with domestic students,
loneliness, homesickness and social isolation. Due to language difficulties
and diverse cultural norms, many international students maintain a limited
friend circle with only international peers. Furthermore, in comparison to
local students who are often connected to friends and family, international
students are often positioned as ‘others’ or may be isolated during social
interactions (Arthur 2017). Studies have indicated that international stu-
dents report higher levels of homesickness than domestic students, since
they may have a harder time adjusting to the new environment (Poyrazli
and Lopez 2007).

In addition to interpersonal problems, international students are con-
fronted with linguistic, financial and academic challenges, which induce
additional stress and anxiety. The language barrier emerges as one of the
most significant problems. It has negative implications, as it is closely related
to students’ academic performance and overall integration (Arthur 2017;
Heng 2018). Moreover, compared to domestic students, international stu-
dents experience more anxiety regarding making decisions about their
future. This decision-making process not only involves future career plans,
but also concerns their sense of identity, cultural values and beliefs (Jiang
2017). Furthermore, international students’ encounters with discrimination
are acknowledged as a threat to their emotional well-being (Brown and
Jones 2013). Some evidence has indicated that various sources of stress
place international students at high risk of psychological problems (Jung,
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Hecht, and Wadsworth 2007). Diverse symptoms include depression, frustra-
tion, isolation and hopelessness, as well as physiological conditions (Mori
2000). Psychological and emotional well-being is crucial to students’ quality
of life, happiness, personal growth, self-esteem, self-acceptance, positive
relationships and autonomy (Keyes, Shmotkin, and Ryff 2002).

Emotion regulation and mindfulness

Emotions are oftentimes described as irresistible and overpowering forces that
direct human behaviour. Nevertheless, there are reasons to believe that people
are flexible in responding to emotions; that they are not helplessly hijacked or
carried away by their emotions (Koole 2009). The processes through which
people manage their own emotional states (including moods, stress, and
positive and negative affect) are commonly referred to as emotion regulation.
It can be an unconscious or conscious process that involves observing, accept-
ing, understanding, interpreting and responding to emotions (Gross 1998;
Koole 2009). Through such processes individuals attempt to ‘influence which
emotions they have, when they have them, and how they experience and
express these emotions’ (Gross 1998, 275).

Emotion regulation is a key component of human health, development and
social functioning. Problems with emotion regulation can deplete emotional
and cognitive resources, and severe forms of regulation difficulties can lead to
different forms of psychopathology, including depression, anxiety disorders,
and bipolar or borderline personality disorder. Avoiding emotions is one of the
most common but less adaptive emotion regulation mechanisms. It may be
useful at times, but prolonged resorting to this strategy is ineffective and
detrimental. It may involve distraction, cognitive distortion, suppression, denial,
self-harm, substance abuse, disassociation and suicide. Another commonmala-
daptive strategy entails the opposite tendency of becoming preoccupied,
consumed and flooded by emotions. Such overengagement with emotive
states can include rumination, worry, obsessions and compulsive behaviours
(Hayes and Feldman 2004).

Jon Kabat-Zinn, who is credited with mainstreaming mindfulness in the
West, refers to mindfulness as ‘the art of conscious living’. He describes it as
‘paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and
non-judgementally’ (Kabat-Zinn 2005, 4), and contends that mindfulness has to
dowith ‘examiningwhowe are, with questioning our view of the world and our
place in it, and with cultivating some appreciation for the fullness of each
moment we are alive’ (3). Two of the most popular and widely researched
mindfulness approaches are mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). There have been efforts to incor-
porate mindfulness within higher education settings, either by offering MBSR,
MBCT or some other structured training programmes to students and staff, or

188 H. K. ALTINYELKEN



by integrating distinct mindfulness practices in the curriculum content and
pedagogical approaches (Rechtschaffen 2014).

A systematic review of the research evidence indicates that mindfulness is
associated with enhancement of positive mood, reduction of distractive
thoughts and behaviours, decreased levels of anxiety and depressive symp-
toms, and enhancement of psychological well-being (Shapiro, Brown, and
Astin 2011). Moreover, an evaluative review of 83 controlled interventions at
higher education institutions, with a focus on three main outcomes (social
and emotional skills, self-perceptions and emotional distress), concluded that
mindfulness training was the most effective intervention (Conley, Durlak, and
Dickson 2013). Mindfulness programmes improved students’ social and emo-
tional skills, enhanced their self-perceptions, and reduced their levels of
emotional distress (e.g. depression, anxiety and stress). These outcomes are
significant, since emotional distress constitutes the most commonly experi-
enced adjustment problem of higher education students (Conley, Durlak, and
Dickson 2013).

Mindfulness training contributes to emotion regulation as it teaches the
practice of non-judgemental awareness of present-moment experiences. By
differentiating the self from experienced thoughts, feelings and emotions, mind-
fulness practitioners learn to distance themselves from their experiences, and to
observe and accept the unpleasant ones (Galla, Kaiser-Greenland, and Black
2016). As such, mindfulness allows for greater awareness of emotions (e.g.
improved clarity of emotions and the ability to label one’s emotions); it improves
the ability to discriminate and differentiate between discrete emotions, and
enables individuals to view emotions less as mental states that demand immedi-
ate reaction and more as sources of information. Consequently, mindfulness
training leads to less emotional reactivity to external stressors, and less emotional
fluctuation (Greco, Baer, and Smith 2011). Moreover, mindfulness encourages an
attitude of gently attending to difficult emotions that are habitually uncomfor-
table or painful, rather than covering them up, deflecting them or disregarding
them. By contributing to improved awareness and acceptance of emotions, it
lessens thought suppression and psychological inflexibility (Greco, Baer, and
Smith 2011).

Within the context of ‘the exponential rise in interest and activity’ in
mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn 2011, 282), some studies suggest caution regarding
the potential adverse effects of mindfulness programmes (Burrows 2016;
Tarrasch 2015; Van Dam et al. 2018). Tarrasch’s qualitative study (2015, 1331)
conveyed that ‘initial practice often brought up distressing sensations and
feelings and unfamiliar awareness of their bodies or their mental or emo-
tional states’. In another qualitative study with higher education students,
Burrows (2016) reported that some students experienced a heightened
sense of anxiety, stress and even panic, suggesting that mindfulness med-
itation may not be adequate for some vulnerable students. According to Ng
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et al. (2017) many mindfulness programmes are based on a watered-down
understanding of awareness, and while they focus on improving awareness
of emotions and thoughts, the programmes oftentimes fail to cultivate
discerning and un-clinging attitudes towards emotions. They maintain that
‘people with high levels of awareness alone, without discerning, may be
clinging even more to their own . . . distress’ (Ng et al. 2017, 286–287).

Methodological approach

Since the study focuses on the lived experiences of international students,
an exploratory and interpretive research approach was chosen. Qualitative
research on mindfulness helps us to more deeply understand students’
experiences, as it helps explore students’ narratives and offers rich descrip-
tions of the underlying processes of mindfulness experiences (see Tarrasch
2015) and their perceived outcomes.

Sample

The participants were students who joined a mindfulness programme
offered in the spring of 2016. With the permission of the counselling centre
that offered the programme, all students who joined the programme
(n = 15) were invited through email to take part in the study, and 10 of
them gave their written consent. The five students who did not respond to
the invitation either did not join the mindfulness programme or dropped
out after a few initial sessions. There were three male and seven female
students in the sample, ranging from 21 to 27 years old. Except for a Dutch
student, all the others were international students, coming from Germany
(three), China, Aruba, Canada, Italy, Turkey and Romania/South Africa. Four
students were enrolled in bachelor’s programmes, three in one-year master’s
programmes, and three in research master’s programmes. They were
enrolled in various educational programmes, but the majority were studying
in the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences. Moreover, the psychologist
who taught the programme also participated in the research. She was
41 years old, with 11 years of work experience as a cognitive therapist and
a qualified mindfulness trainer. The participants are assigned pseudonyms
used throughout the paper in order to preserve their anonymity. Table 1
presents some background information on the sample.

Programme information

The mindfulness programme offered by the Student Psychologists Centre
was initiated by two psychologists in 2013; it focused on international
students. However, domestic students were welcomed when there was
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space available. The programme was based on MBCR but adaptations were
made for young people, to focus particularly on aspects that would relate to
students’ lives and their common stressors (e.g. more emphasis on study
stress management, energy management and self-compassion). The usual
emphasis of MBCR on depression (Williams and Penman 2011) was removed
from this adapted programme. Moreover, drawing meditation (drawing
something as detailed as possible with the aim of realising how much
more you can observe when you focus with full attention) and writing
meditation (writing a personal letter to oneself to be received after two
months as a reminder of being mindful) were added.

The weekly sessions lasted for two and a half hours each, and the
students met with the psychologist a total of eight times. The sessions
took place in a regular classroom and started with a guided meditation
and discussions of student experiences with homework assignments. During
the sessions, the psychologist offered some general information about
human psychology, common challenges (particularly among students) and
mindfulness philosophy. Furthermore, a number of mindfulness practices
were engaged in individually or in groups (e.g. guided meditations, breath-
ing, visualisation, journaling, slow tasting, cognitive inquiry in pairs), and
reflections on felt experiences and insights were shared in the plenary. The
sessions ended with students’ general impressions, and explanations about
the homework assignments.

The homework assignments included a range of daily practices, such as
body scan or performing a chosen routine action (e.g. preparing breakfast or
brushing teeth). Students were also requested to keep a daily practice log.
Practising mindfulness outside of weekly sessions is key to realising the
positive outcomes of mindfulness (Chaskalson 2014). However, the psycholo-
gist did not pressure students to practise regularly. She was concerned that
such pressure might backfire and students might perceive mindfulness as yet

Table 1. Student demographic information.

Pseudonym Sex Age Study programme
Number of sessions

attended

Duration of the
interviews

Before After

Julia Female 26 Bachelor’s – year 3 2/8 54:17 NA
Hannah Female 24 Research master’s – year 2 7/8 54:40 46:24
James Male 23 1-year master’s programme 8/8 1:04:39 1:04:36
Benjamin Male 25 Bachelor’s – year 2 7/8 1:05:44 39:24
David Male 27 1-year master’s programme 8/8 45:26 52:52
Sarah Female 21 Bachelor’s – year 3 8/8 58:41 1:07:22
Eliza Female 26 1-year master’s programme 5/8 1:16:56 34:56
Sophie Female 22 Research master’s – year 2 3/8 57:59 NA
Charlotte Female 25 Bachelor’s – year 3 6/8 37:30 37:17
Amy Female 25 Research master’s – year 2 6/8 47:25 34:53
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another set of obligations. Moreover, she believed that different practices
work for different people. During the sessions, the importance of a non-
competitive and non-judgemental attitude was underscored.

Data collection

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted before (n = 10) and
after (n = 8) the programme. (Two students dropped out of the programme
due to a busy schedule or loss of interest.) The interviews were conducted
individually in an office or meeting room at the university and were all
audio-recorded with the permission of the participants. The average length
was 56 minutes for the first interview and 47 minutes for the second.
A range of issues were explored during the interviews: the first round
focused on personal history, current challenges and stressors, motivations,
the nature of the difficult emotions they experienced, and how they regu-
lated them. The second set of interviews engaged with topics such as their
experiences with the mindfulness programme, homework assignments, and
the impact of the programme on emotion regulation. The psychologist was
also interviewed to gather insights about international students and the
programme. Moreover, data were gathered by observing seven out of the
eight mindfulness sessions. The researcher, who has been a regular mind-
fulness practitioner for five years, took extensive notes about the psycholo-
gist’s informational talks, the activities, student reflections and questions.
Observations were key to gain insights into students’ processes, and to
establish good rapport with the participants.

Data analysis

All 19 interviews were fully transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis
(Braun and Clarke 2006). For this purpose, a code list was developed based
on a literature review and the first reading of the interviews. The list was
used to code all interviews using ATLAS.ti version 7.1.6. During the coding
procedure, a few new codes were added. Later, the quotations for each code
were read, summaries were made and preliminary findings were drafted. In
this process, a research master’s student was also involved as a coder, to
compare the analysis and minimise any possible oversight or bias. The
preliminary analysis notes were discussed and possible differences in under-
standing or interpretations were explored. In order to improve the reliability
of the findings, the findings were discussed at length with the psychologist
who led the mindfulness programme. Since this article focuses on interna-
tional students, the Dutch student (Eliza) was omitted from the analysis and
presentation of findings below.
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Emotional distress among international students

The accounts of the psychologist (who had many years of counselling
experience with international students) and some students in the sample
testified that studying abroad came with additional stressors and challenges.
Based on her personal experience and interactions with other international
students, Amy confirmed that ‘international students are a vulnerable
group’, more predisposed to anxiety, depression and rumination. Both
Hannah and David reaffirmed Amy’s conclusions, noting ‘There is no
doubt’ about it. The psychologist maintained that this group of students
has a pressing need for grounding and feeling rooted. In line with Amy’s
observations, the psychologist also suggested that international students
are more susceptible to depression and other stress-related problems since
they experience more study pressures, such as meeting academic perfor-
mance criteria for their scholarships. Consequently, despite its allures and
promises, studying abroad appears to expose students to a range of unfore-
seen challenges and complexities. Some students argued that they were not
knowledgeable about these challenges in advance and were not prepared
for them. Amy, for instance, commented that she was ill informed about
what was in store for her, while the psychologist added that international
students might be ‘unaware’ of the challenges ahead. Students were expli-
citly asked about the most difficult emotions they were experiencing at the
time of the research. They indicated the following: heightened levels of
stress, anxiety, worry, fears about the future, anger, sadness, loneliness,
feelings of rejection, insecurity, and a sense of feeling overwhelmed and
unable to cope with demands.

Except for one bachelor’s student, all of the students in the sample were
completing their degree programmes that semester. Therefore, they were at
an important transition period in their lives and needed to make some
important life choices. All of this meant increased levels of stress, anxiety,
worry and, for some, sleep difficulties. Furthermore, they believed that there
were a lot of demands on them and felt that they were running from one
deadline to another, while at the same time they were looking for PhD
positions or other job opportunities. There was a pervasive sense that their
lives were ‘very busy’, ‘pretty stressful’ and ‘overwhelming’. Benjamin con-
tended: ‘It is always like deadline to deadline, cannot really relax’, while
Sophie discussed intense, stressful moments, and how it seemed to her that
there were too many demands on her. At such moments, she was over-
whelmed by a sense of ‘I cannot do all of this’. She felt immobilised, and felt
like giving up everything, including her pursuit of studies in the
Netherlands. Sophie remarked that during such periods, she felt like what-
ever she did failed. This reinforced her sense of feeling overwhelmed,
powerless and incompetent.
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Some students experienced more stress due to their personal circum-
stances. For instance, Amy came with a scholarship for which she had to
perform very well. Moreover, she did not want to go back to her home
country, and hence felt heightened levels of pressure to have an outstand-
ing performance and secure a PhD position. Hannah confirmed that grades
were very stressful for international students. She and other international
students were told that grades were lower in the Netherlands, and that
seven is a good grade. But Hannah refuted: ‘No, seven is not a good grade’.
She added that the Dutch educational system is quite different, and if
a student did not complete his or her BA in the Netherlands, these differ-
ences would come as quite a shock to them. The new rules, regulations and
standards appeared to be a source of stress and anxiety. Amy, who reso-
nated with such stresses, shared that large differences between educational
systems and cultures generated a sense of insecurity, performance anxiety
and increased need for external validation. Consequently, her learner iden-
tity and self-efficacy suffered.

While experiencing such high levels of stress and anxiety, these interna-
tional students also lacked their familiar social support systems. Indeed, there
were several accounts of feeling homesick, loneliness, sadness, lacking friend-
ships with domestic students, and feeling ‘shell-shocked’ (David), because of
the major changes they had undergone, such as experiencing a new con-
tinent, country, academic setting, language, culture and social environment.
According to the psychologist, international students remained in their own
circle, having little contact with Dutch students. Amy contended that in her
relatively small MA programme the Dutch students did not seem to be
interested in being friends with international students, and these two groups
rarely joined for social activities. She argued that international students felt
urgency in building new friendships, while the Dutch students had their long-
term friends and did not feel such motivation for new connections. Likewise,
Hannah commented that ‘when you are studying abroad, friends are your
family’. Yet, despite having studied in the Netherlands for five years, she did
not have a single female Dutch friend, only international friends. She con-
sidered this rather odd, particularly because she came from a country that is
geographically and culturally in close proximity to the Netherlands.

Regulating negative emotions

Several students reported that they found it hard to ‘be present’ with difficult
emotions and deal with them constructively. They tended to talk to friends
and family, and used some strategies that they labelled as ‘ineffective’ or
‘wrong’ techniques. These included avoidance, suppression or denial of nega-
tive emotions. The psychologist also noted that for many students, simply
being with negative emotions and feeling them fully was very threatening. In

194 H. K. ALTINYELKEN



her general practice as a psychologist, she had met a number of students who
were somewhat scared of looking within.

Sarah did not bottle things up within herself and she often talked to
friends about the things that bothered her. She actively sought out her best
friend to talk with and to express her feelings openly. She also noted that
when she had a problem, she often thought a lot about it and tried to see
solutions. James talked to friends as well and expressed his negative feel-
ings. He also maintained that he would distinguish his pain and negative
feelings from his real self: ‘I feel sad today, but this is not my real self . . . it is
part of me, though, I accept that’. Most of his negative feelings were related
to anxiety and worry about the future, uncertainties and his PhD application.
Where would life take him next? What would happen? David, too, commen-
ted that he would accept his feelings and not try to fight them off: ‘When
I am feeling crap, I am feeling crap’. He would talk to someone around, but
he often did not like ‘uploading his negativity onto others’, fearing over-
burdening them or lowering their energy levels. If there was no one around
to talk to, he would feel melancholic, sit in his room, feel down, analyse
things, overthink, and doubt or regret some of his decisions.

For other students in the group there was less of a sense of autonomy
and competence in dealing with negative emotions. For Julia, who had been
suffering from prolonged depression, difficult emotions were overwhelming.
She expressed that she did not really know how to cope with such emo-
tions. She often repressed them out of fear (e.g. through alcohol consump-
tion, starting at a young age), or she denied her emotions by making herself
believe that these emotions were not authentic. Friends or family also
advised her not to take emotions ‘too seriously’. Julia expressed her desire
to feel more emotions. Hannah, too, had been feeling rather stressed about
her studies and life, and she found her self-directed anger most difficult to
deal with. During her childhood, she often cried and felt overwhelmed by
emotions. Her account also pointed to having permeable emotional bound-
aries and absorbing everyone’s emotions: ‘As a child, I always felt like I took
on everyone’s emotions. So, when someone was angry I got very nervous
and I still have it sometimes. If people around me are very nervous and
angry I would get the same emotions’.

Hannah thought she was often using the ‘wrong techniques’, such as
escaping through watching TV, or suppressing her emotions instead of
acknowledging and expressing them. She also resorted to activities as an
escape mechanism: ‘I keep busy, I guess’. She believed that these strategies
were not healthy. Benjamin also tended to avoid his negative feelings. As
soon as he noticed that a negative emotion arose, he pushed it away and
attempted to suppress it. Watching TV (sometimes for days in a row) often
helped him in this endeavour, and his awareness of negative emotions
faded away; he simply did not feel them anymore. He was taught that
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showing his emotions was a weakness and would make him vulnerable. For
Amy, anger was the most difficult emotion, and she often expressed this
towards her (ex)boyfriend. She was aware that this not only was harming
him and the relationship, but also had harmful repercussions for her. She
would burst into tears, and often resort to alcohol to relax from the grip of
powerful, negative emotions.

Perceived impact of the mindfulness programme

In various sessions, the programme highlighted the importance of accep-
tance and allowing the full spectrum of emotions. The psychologist main-
tained during one session that it is important to learn to be with emotions in
a non-judgemental manner, and accept them without fighting with them:
‘When you battle things, they get bigger . . .. When you allow your feelings,
you are less attached’. Following the mindfulness programme, all interna-
tional students experienced improvements ‒ though to different degrees ‒
with regard to becoming more aware of emotions, in relating to them in
more constructive ways, and in better regulating the negative ones.

For Benjamin, developing greater awareness of difficult emotions and
letting the negative emotions ‘just be’ ‒ as opposed to being evasive or
avoidant ‒ was a turning point. He reported developing a compassionate
attitude towards himself and his emotions, and an attitude of wanting to
understand where they come from. He felt less frightened when negative
emotions arose:

It feels more like I do not scare as easily as before, but now I can be more
OK . . . take a pause or do something to kind of take care of myself . . . I am
more accepting in a way and also compassionate . . . I do not have to push it
away: it is part of me. [I am] still figuring out how to deal with it, but I guess
just letting it be there and not trying to push it away or avoid it . . .. It kind of
releases the energy that I used to suppress emotions.

Charlotte’s account resonated with Benjamin’s fear of confronting difficult
emotions. She reported that with the mindfulness programme, she learnt to
accept and acknowledge negative emotions but she still thought it was
scary to be with such emotions. At least now she knew some tools she could
use, which gave her a sense of competence and empowerment. She devel-
oped an attitude of being more gentle and compassionate with herself,
which helped in better relating to the negative side of her feelings.

Hannah reported that, particularly with the help of meditation, she learnt
to stay with difficult emotions and gradually developed an ability to deal
with her sense of unrest more easily. James commented that he felt
rebooted after each session, since he felt his negative emotions or despera-
tion about the rejections (he was applying for PhD positions at the time)
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were emptied out and cleansed through the practices. Moreover, similar to
Benjamin, being more at ease with feelings was an important lesson for
James. When he felt bad, he learnt to allow himself to feel that feeling,
instead of pushing himself towards a change or giving in to the pressure of
‘feeling bad is bad, so you need to feel positive’. Learning not to judge
feelings and just allowing them, feeling them and being with them were
remarkable experiences.

Sarah experienced most benefits in this respect in relation to stress. She no
longer felt overwhelmed by the stresses in her life or the thoughts that ampli-
fied those stresses. She was able to guide them instead and calm herself down:
‘It is good to kind of gather myself again . . .. So, I definitely think it helps . . . kind
of knowing what kind of tools I can use in which situations, knowing how to
access them . . . something that is gonna be very useful in the future’.

These accounts mainly refer to regulating emotions that are labelled as
‘difficult’ or ‘negative’. However, David reported the importance of develop-
ing an attitude of non-attachment with both positive and negative emo-
tions. He observed how this attitude was gradually developing within him,
but he was ‘still not there yet’. He noted that when something good
happened, he no longer wanted to overemphasise it. Likewise, when some-
thing bad happened, he did not dwell too much on it or amplify it with
streams of thoughts. He emphasised the significance of developing an
attitude of balancing, of being mellow, and avoiding all emotional highs
and lows. He believed that such an attitude also made him less emotionally
vulnerable to the events unfolding in his life or to external stimuli in general.

Furthermore, students indicated that as a result of improved emotion
regulation, they were more present here and now, more emotionally
balanced, had improved awareness about their needs, aspirations and inner
worlds in general, and enjoyed improved levels of inner peace, and that their
self-confidence and capacity in dealing with (internal and external) stressors
were enhanced. Despite these positive developments, four students believed
that the programme could have emphasised emotion regulation even more.
Indeed, most discussions concerning omissions within the programme
centred around this issue. Hannah reaffirmed that emotion regulation is
a critical aspect for most students and indicated more attention to this during
the initial weeks would have been valuable:

There is a lot of trouble from the past . . .. How do you deal with negative
emotions that would come up? It comes so late. So for me it was fine, but I can
imagine that for people that are really struggling and really have . . . psycho-
logical issues, like real anxiety or depression, that another course might be
better . . .. Where you learn about regulation of emotions earlier on.

David’s comments corroborated Hannah’s sentiments, and he cautioned that
if emotion regulation is not addressed sufficiently, some students might opt
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for early drop-out from the programme: ‘Because it is heavy stuff. I mean,
some people, I think that is why they run away, because as soon as you start
meditating and all those emotions come out, it can overwhelm you and
crush you’.

Benjamin also would have liked more attention to acknowledging and
allowing difficult emotions. He mentioned in particular the usefulness of
RAIN (recognition, allowance, interest and naturalness), a widely known
technique for training self-regulation of emotions (see Brach 2013).

Conclusion

This study explored difficult emotions experienced by international stu-
dents, common emotion regulation strategies, and the perceived impact
of the mindfulness programme on these processes. When students were
asked about the nature of their difficult emotions, they reported stress,
anxiety, anger, fear of the future, loneliness, rejection, insecurities and
feeling incapable of meeting demands. Such experiences of emotional dis-
tress are comparable to what has been observed in other studies and
reports about university students (ACHA 2016; Conley, Durlak, and Dickson
2013). The most common ways of coping with negative emotions included
seeking social support, and a set of strategies that were labelled by the
participants as ‘wrong techniques’, including avoidance, suppression and
denial of emotions. These suggest that students were not knowledgeable
about how to accept, allow and engage with difficult emotions. The healing
benefits of being fully present with difficult emotions without identifying
with them were not clear to them; the general population similarly lacks this
awareness (see Brach 2013). After the mindfulness programme, all interna-
tional students reported improved awareness about their difficult emotions.
They also learnt to accept, acknowledge and observe these emotions in
a less attached manner, and felt less overwhelmed and frightened by their
force. According to Ng et al. (2017) non-clinging, ‘which emphasises the
ability to stand back from negative emotions’ (287), is indispensable for
improving mental health. Their study suggests that ‘un-clinging, which
creates freedom from negative emotions, is more strongly associated with
well-being and stress reduction than mere awareness is’ (280).

As a result of these gains, students reported a more compassionate
attitude towards themselves, improved stress management, less emotional
vulnerability to external stimuli, and an enhanced sense of competence and
empowerment in relating to difficult emotions. However, half of them also
reported that they would have liked more attention to acknowledging,
allowing and engaging more skilfully with difficult emotions. The reliance
on qualitative data with a small sample size limits the generalisability of the
findings to all international students. Nonetheless, these findings suggest
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that through improved emotion regulation, the mindfulness programme
positively contributed to psychological well-being, endorsing the findings
of earlier studies (Prakash et al. 2017). The results confirm that mindfulness
has potential for addressing mental health promotion and issue prevention,
and the psycho-social adjustment of international students. Additionally,
learning to regulate difficult emotions through mindfulness might contri-
bute to the resilience of university students, which is an important compe-
tency, ‘because it underpins the capacity of students to manage both their
academic demands and the additional stressors of balancing of study with
work and life’ (Stallman 2011, 122).

Moreover, the findings have implications for academic performance:
mindfulness practices’ contribution to managing stress and distress more
effectively is very important in educational contexts, since there is ample
evidence that stress and anxiety can hamper cognitive performance
(Shapiro, Brown, and Astin 2011). In addition, through its positive impact
on emotion regulation, mindfulness helps to develop sustained and
focused attention, concentration and reflection. These skills are key to
successful learning, and foster open awareness and creativity (Zajonc
2013). Yet in most educational settings they are rarely, if ever, system-
atically cultivated in the regular curriculum programmes (Shapiro, Brown,
and Astin 2011).

The results reveal a remarkable degree of enthusiasm and positive
transformation among international students who participated in this
study, and a desire to continue with some of the mindfulness practices.
However, longitudinal follow-up studies are imperative in order to
understand whether such positive effects are stable or transitory, and
whether students’ eagerness is maintained in the long run (Dariotis
et al. 2016). Furthermore, since developing mindfulness as a skill
requires practice, and in most programmes few students attend mind-
fulness classes regularly and develop sustained mindfulness
practice (Rogers 2013), future research can explore the reasons behind
these patterns, and successful strategies that promote disciplined
practice. Mindfulness programmes can be provided to higher education
students more effectively if the students are fully informed about rele-
vant theoretical foundations and empirical research. Such knowledge
might improve student motivation to join mindfulness programmes
and practise regularly. Furthermore, this study does not intend to rein-
force a dichotomy between the needs and experiences of domestic and
international students (Jones 2017), as integration of mindfulness into
targeted services within universities could benefit both international
and domestic students.

CONTEMPORARY BUDDHISM 199



Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the Student Psychologists Centre and all students who took
part in this study. Without their commitment and time, this study would not have
been possible. I also express my gratitude to Lianne Hoek for her contribution to
coding the interview transcriptions and to Emily Fox for her careful editing and
reflections on the draft.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor

Dr Hülya Kosar Altinyelken is an assistant professor at the Child Development and
Education Department of the University of Amsterdam. Her research interests cover
a wide range of issues, including mindfulness in education, non-formal religious
education, and identity development and social integration among Muslim youth
in the Netherlands.

ORCID

Hülya Kosar Altinyelken http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2178-0862

References

ACHA (American College Health Association). 2016. National College Health
Assessment II: Reference Group Executive Summary. Hanover, MD: American
College Health Association.

Arthur, N. 2017. “Supporting International Students Through Strengthening Their
Social Resources.” Studies in Higher Education 42 (5): 887–894. doi:10.1080/
03075079.2017.1293876.

Brach, T. 2013. True Refuge: Finding Peace and Freedom in Your Own Awakened Heart.
London: Hay House.

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative
Research in Psychology 3 (2): 77–101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa.

Brown, L., and I. Jones. 2013. “Encounters with Racism and the International Student
Experience.” Studies in Higher Education 38 (7): 1004–1019. doi:10.1080/
03075079.2011.614940.

Burrows, L. 2016. “Safeguarding Mindfulness Meditation for Vulnerable College
Students.” Mindfulness 7: 284–285. [Letter to the Editor]. doi:10.1007/s12671-015-
0434-3.

Bush, M. 2011. “Mindfulness in Higher Education.” Contemporary Buddhism 12 (1):
183–197. doi:10.1080/14639947.2011.564838.

Chaskalson, M. 2014. Mindfulness in Eight Weeks. London: Harper Thorsons.
Conley, S. S., J. A. Durlak, and D. A. Dickson. 2013. “An Evaluative Review of

Outcome Research on Universal Mental Health Promotion and Prevention

200 H. K. ALTINYELKEN

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293876
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293876
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.614940
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.614940
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0434-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0434-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564838


Programs for Higher Education Students.” Journal of American College Health 61
(5): 286–301.

Dariotis, J. K., R. Mirabal-Beltran, F. Cluxton-Keller, L. F. Gould, M. T. Greenberg, and
T. Mendelson. 2016. “A Qualitative Evaluation of Student Learning and Skills Use in
A School-Based Mindfulness and Yoga Program.” Mindfulness 7 (1): 76–89.
doi:10.1007/s12671-015-0463-y.

Elliot, D. L., K. Reid, and V. Baumfield. 2016. “Beyond the Amusement, Puzzlement and
Challenges: An Enquiry into International Students’ Academic Acculturation.” Studies
in Higher Education 41 (12): 2198–2217. doi:10.1080/03075079.2015.1029903.

Galla, B. M., S. Kaiser-Greenland, and D. S. Black. 2016. “Mindfulness Training to
Promote Self-Regulation in Youth: Effects of the Inner Kids Program.” In
Handbook of Mindfulness in Education: Integrating Theory and Research into
Practice, edited by K. A. Schonert-Reichel and R. W. Roeser, 295–312. New York,
NY: Springer.

Greco, L. A., R. A. Baer, and G. T. Smith. 2011. “Assessing Mindfulness in Children and
Adolescents: Development and Validation of the Child and Adolescent Mindfulness
Measure.” Psychological Assessment 23 (3): 606–614. doi:10.1037/a0022819.

Gross, J. J. 1998. “The Emerging Field of Emotion Regulation: An Integrative Review.”
Review of General Psychology 2 (3): 271–299. doi:10.1037/1089-2680.2.3.271.

Grossman, P., and N. T. Van Dam. 2011. “Mindfulness, by Any Other Name . . .: Trials
and Tribulations of Sati in Western Psychology and Science.” Contemporary
Buddhism 12: 219–239. doi:10.1080/14639947.2011.564841.

Hayes, A. M., and G. Feldman. 2004. “Clarifying the Construct of Mindfulness in the
Context of Emotion Regulation and the Process of Change in Therapy.” Clinical
Psychology: Science and Practice 11 (3): 255–262.

Heng, T. T. 2018. “Different Is Not Deficient: Contradicting Stereotypes of Chinese
International Students in U.S. Higher Education.” Studies in Higher Education 43 (1):
22–36. doi:10.1080/03075079.2016.1152466.

Jiang, L. 2017. “The Pedagogy of Studying Abroad: A Case Study on Chinese Students
in The Netherlands.” Unpublished MA thesis. University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam.

Jones, E. 2017. “Problematising and Reimagining the Notion of ‘International
Student Experience’.” Studies in Higher Education 42 (5): 933–943. doi:10.1080/
03075079.2017.1293880.

Jung, E., M. L. Hecht, and B. C. Wadsworth. 2007. “The Role of Identity in International
Students’ Psychological Well-Being in the United States: A Model of Depression
Level, Identity Gaps, Discrimination, and Acculturation.” International Journal of
Intercultural Relations 31 (5): 605–624. doi:10.1016/j.ijintrel.2007.04.001.

Kabat-Zinn, J. 2005. Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness Meditation for
Everyday Life. London: Piatkus.

Kabat-Zinn, J. 2011. “Some Reflections on the Origins of MBSR, Skilful Means, and
the Trouble with Maps.” Contemporary Buddhism 12 (1): 281–306. doi:10.1080/
14639947.2011.564844.

Keyes, C. L., D. Shmotkin, and C. D. Ryff. 2002. “Optimizing Well-Being: The Empirical
Encounter of Two Traditions.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 82 (6):
1007–1022.

Koole, S. L. 2009. “The Psychology of Emotion Regulation: An Integrative Review.”
Cognition and Emotion 23 (1): 4–41. doi:10.1080/02699930802619031.

Mori, S. 2000. “Addressing the Mental Health Concerns of International Students.”
Journal of Counselling and Development 78: 137–144. doi:10.1002/j.1556-6676.2000.
tb02571.x.

CONTEMPORARY BUDDHISM 201

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0463-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1029903
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022819
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.2.3.271
https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564841
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1152466
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293880
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293880
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2007.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564844
https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564844
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930802619031
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.2000.tb02571.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.2000.tb02571.x


Ng, S., K. W. Chow, H. P. Lau, and Q. Wang. 2017. “Awareness versus Un-Clinging:
Which Matters in Mindfulness?” Contemporary Buddhism 18 (2): 277–291.
doi:10.1080/14639947.2017.1374326.

Poyrazli, S., and M. D. Lopez. 2007. “An Exploratory Study of Perceived Discrimination
and Homesickness: A Comparison of International Students and American Students.”
The Journal of Psychology 141 (3): 263–280. doi:10.3200/JRLP.141.3.263-280.

Prakash, R. S., P. Whitmoyer, A. Aldao, and B. Schirda. 2017. “Mindfulness and
Emotion Regulation in Older and Young Adults.” Aging & mental health 21 (1):
77–87. doi:10.1080/13607863.2015.1100158.

Rechtschaffen, D. J. 2014. The Way of Mindful Education: Cultivating Well-Being in
Teachers and Students. New York: W.W. Norton and Company.

Rogers, H. B. 2013. “Koru: Teaching Mindfulness to Emerging Adults.” New Directions
for Teaching and Learning 134: 73–81. doi:10.1002/tl.20056.

Shapiro, S. L., K. W. Brown, and J. Astin. 2011. “Toward the Integration of Meditation
into Higher Education: A Review of Research Evidence.” Teachers College Record
113 (3): 493–528.

Stallman, H. M. 2011. “Embedding Resilience within the Tertiary Curriculum:
A Feasibility Study.” Higher Education Research & Development 30 (2): 121–133.
doi:10.1080/07294360.2010.509763.

Tarrasch, R. 2015. “Mindfulness Meditation Training for Graduate Students in
Educational Counseling and Special Education: A Qualitative Analysis.” Journal of
Child and Family Studies 24 (5): 1322–1333. doi:10.1007/s10826-014-993y.

Van Dam, N. T., M. K. van Vugt, D. R. Vago, L. Schmalzl, C. D. Saron, A. Olendzki, . . .
D. E. Meyer. 2018. “Mind the Hype: A Critical Evaluation and Prescriptive Agenda
for Research on Mindfulness and Meditation.” Perspectives on Psychological Science
13 (1): 36–61. doi:10.1177/1745691617709589.

Williams, M., and D. Penman. 2011. Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in
A Frantic World. London: Piatkus.

Zajonc, A. 2013. “Contemplative Pedagogy: A Quiet Revolution in Higher Education.”
New Directions for Teaching and Learning 134: 83–94. doi:10.1002/tl.20057.

202 H. K. ALTINYELKEN

https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2017.1374326
https://doi.org/10.3200/JRLP.141.3.263-280
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2015.1100158
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.20056
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2010.509763
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-014-993y
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617709589
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.20057

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Psycho-social well-being among international students
	Emotion regulation and mindfulness
	Methodological approach
	Sample
	Programme information
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Emotional distress among international students
	Regulating negative emotions
	Perceived impact of the mindfulness programme
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	ORCID
	References



