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ABSTRACT 

MINDFULNESS AND ITS IMPACT ON ADAPTIVE COPING AND PSYCHOLOGICAL  

WELL-BEING: AN INTERVENTION FOR UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS 

 
Charles Bradley Freligh 

Virginia Consortium Program in Clinical Psychology, 2020 

Director: Dr. Robin J. Lewis 
 

The concept of mindfulness has been shown to positively impact psychological well-being, and 

one application of mindfulness-based interventions has been the development and implementation of 

courses specifically for college students, a population that has been shown to be particularly vulnerable to 

the negative impacts of stress. While these interventions have displayed beneficial outcomes, the 

mechanisms of how mindfulness exerts its impact remain unclear. One potential mechanism of 

mindfulness’ enhancement of well-being may be through its cultivation of an adaptive coping style in 

which an individual becomes more likely to approach and investigate stressors rather than avoid them. In 

this study, an online mindfulness-based intervention for college students was developed and 

implemented. Course participants were assessed before and after the course to investigate the course’s 

impact on mindfulness, psychological well-being, and adaptive coping (defined as higher approach 

coping and lower avoidant coping scores), and to assess the potentially mediating role of adaptive coping 

in the relationship between mindfulness and psychological well-being. Results revealed significant 

increases in mindfulness and in one domain of psychological well-being (environmental mastery) 

following the course but did not reveal significant improvements in other well-being domains nor 

significant changes in adaptive coping. Therefore, the planned mediation analysis was not conducted. A 

post-hoc hierarchical regression analysis revealed significant relationships between mindfulness and 

adaptive coping in the hypothesized directions while controlling for participants’ scores before the course. 

This may indicate that participants who developed significantly in their capacity for mindfulness practice 

may indeed have demonstrated the impact upon adaptive coping hypothesized in this study. Future 

research should continue to investigate these potential changes and their impact on the often-stressful 

lives of college students. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 The concept of mindfulness has received increasing interest in Western society as a way 

of understanding how to improve the well-being of human life. It is becoming better understood 

and accepted as an effective instrument of distress relief and quality-of-life enhancement. 

Mindfulness can be defined as “awareness of present experience with acceptance” (Germer, 

Siegel, & Fulton, 2013, p. 7), and has been associated with reduced stress, negative affect, 

rumination, and anxiety, as well as increased positive affect, self-compassion, and psychological 

well-being (Shapiro, Brown, & Biegel, 2007). An individual’s experience and cultivation of 

mindfulness appears to be a potent means for the relief of acute and chronic stressors and the 

enhancement of well-being.  

The underlying mechanisms through which mindfulness benefits well-being remain less 

clear than the positive outcomes that research has demonstrated (e.g, Bishop, 2002; Lee & 

Orsillo, 2014). Researchers have speculated that one such mechanism may be mindfulness’ 

facilitation of adaptive coping strategies for managing stress (Weinstein, Brown, & Ryan, 2009; 

Womack & Sloan, 2017). One’s level of mindfulness can be conceptualized as a way to promote 

coping with distressing experiences by approaching them versus avoiding them, thus allowing 

for the opportunity to investigate the experience in the present more closely for the purpose of 

relieving it of some or all of its initially distressing qualities.  

This study examined the impact of an online mindfulness intervention aimed at 

increasing engagement-based adaptive coping and its impact on subsequent psychological well-

being. This study was done using an undergraduate college student population, who are generally 

at a potentially heightened vulnerability to the negative impacts of stress (Stallman, 2010). The 

study also focused on the effect of enhanced nonreactivity (the tendency to pause before acting 
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in response to stimuli) as a result of an intervention targeting the relationship between 

mindfulness and adaptive coping. These investigative aims fulfill the purpose of contributing to 

the empirical understanding of the mechanisms of mindfulness’ impact on psychological well-

being as well as creating an efficient and effective intervention to improve the lives of college 

students. 

Mindfulness  

“The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention over and over again is the 

very root of judgment, character, and will. […] An education which should improve this 

faculty would be the education par excellence” (James, 1890, p. 463). 

Mindfulness is characterized by paying close attention to the present moment in a non-

self-referential and nonjudgmental way (Brown, Creswell, & Ryan, 2016). It is a way of being in 

life marked by connection with one’s raw living experience that is happening right now, as 

opposed to one’s narrative and judgmental thought stream that is often caught dwelling on the 

past or forecasting into the future. The literature has shown that this latter way of being (habitual 

mind-wandering or distractibility) often dominates waking consciousness and is actually 

associated with subjective unhappiness and poorer well-being (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010).  

The mental faculty that James described in Principles of Psychology (1890) seemed to be 

the optimal method for nurturing all aspects of well-being; however, he also added that it is 

easier to define this ideal than to practically give directions for developing it. Less than a century 

later, the Eastern concept of mindfulness (a translation of the Pali word Sati) and its training 

ground of meditative practice began gradually appearing in the Western zeitgeist, and with it 

carried the potential to fill the void of providing a practical means to tame the wandering mind.  
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Mindfulness is essentially the inverse of mind-wandering, and, while we all naturally 

experience this from time to time (i.e., feeling fully present and engaged), the purposeful 

engagement of maintaining mindfulness has been shown to be a trainable skill (Baer, 2003). This 

would provide the very education par excellence to which James presciently referred. In fact, 

studies have shown just this: specific mindfulness practices directly reduce activity in the 

network of brain regions called the default mode network, which is essentially the brain circuitry 

involved in self-related narrative thinking and mind wandering (Garrison, Zeffiro, Scheinost, 

Constable, & Brewer, 2015). If mindfulness reduces mind-wandering, and reduced mind-

wandering is associated with increased subjective happiness and well-being, then the 

understanding of how this process occurs is an important investigation. 

Well-being has been defined as a person’s cognitive and affective evaluations of their 

happiness and life satisfaction (Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2002). Research indicates that levels of 

mindfulness are strongly associated with a variety of positive outcomes including reduced stress 

and anxiety, and increased subjective well-being (Kong, Wang, & Zhao, 2014; Wenzel, von 

Versen, Hirschmüller, & Kubiak, 2015). These beneficial associations have been displayed both 

in studies examining individuals’ existing levels of mindfulness and when focusing on analyzing 

the impact of specific mindfulness training interventions (Kiken, Garland, Bluth, Palsson, & 

Gaylord, 2015). 

Western adaptation. The concept of mindfulness as a trainable capacity is historically 

rooted in the practice of meditation and ultimately stems from thousands of years of Buddhist 

and other spiritual traditions in which mindfulness has been used as a means of truly 

experiencing the present moment. Although many were involved in communicating this concept 

to the Western world (e.g., Boss, 1965; Hanh, 2009; Suzuki, 1970; Watts, 1957), Jon Kabat-Zinn 
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(1982) is credited with its conceptualization and integration into the realm of Western medical 

and mental healthcare via the development of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction program 

(MBSR; Kabat-Zinn, 1990). MBSR is a structured eight-week course that has been studied 

widely and has displayed correlations between mindfulness practice and reductions in the 

distress related to a variety of physical and psychological illnesses. For a comprehensive review 

of MBSR applications, the interested reader should refer to Hölzel et al. (2011). Additionally, 

Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002) was 

developed initially as an intervention for treating individuals at risk for depressive relapse. 

MBCT is essentially a combination of mindfulness techniques with traditional cognitive therapy. 

A recent meta-analysis found that both MBSR and MBCT were effective approaches for 

improving a variety of mental health outcomes, such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, stress, 

and negative affect (Gu, Strauss, Bond, & Cavanagh, 2015). This review also indicated that 

increased levels of mindfulness significantly mediated the beneficial outcomes of training. 

Mindfulness also has been shown to predict reduced emotional reactivity to threatening 

stimuli via enhanced prefrontal cortical regulation of affect (Creswell, Way, Eisenberger, & 

Lieberman, 2007) and faster recovery from unpleasant emotional states relative to techniques 

such as distraction (Broderick, 2005). In the latter study, dysphoric mood was induced in 

participants who subsequently experienced conditions of either rumination, distraction, or 

mindfulness meditation. Those in the mindfulness condition experienced significantly lower 

levels of negative mood than the other two. This research shows that mindfulness may enable 

individuals to be able to increase their awareness of their present moment experiences their 

tendencies to react to their experiences, and then through that awareness not have to react in the 

ways they habitually tend to (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). This mindfulness capacity, therefore, may 
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allow for decreased tendency extrapolate in any narrative thought-based way on top of the 

original basic experience of a stressor. Research has shown that individuals relatively higher in 

mindfulness do not necessarily experience fewer negative thoughts, but they appear to be less 

negatively impacted by them following their initial occurrence (Frewen, Evans, Moraj, Dozois, 

& Partridge, 2008). 

While the empirical benefits of mindfulness are encouraging, the research investigating 

the processes through which they occur remains in its infancy (Tang, Hölzel, & Posner, 2015). It 

is important to develop an understanding of the factors that mediate the relationship between 

mindfulness and well-being in order for there to be precision and specificity in studying the 

mindfulness construct and to articulate best practices for implementing purposeful mindfulness 

interventions. Research has found a strong relationship between one’s level of mindfulness and 

their typical style of coping with stress, indicating that mindfulness is associated with a unique 

style of relating to one’s experience (e.g., Weinstein, Brown, & Ryan, 2009; Womack & Sloan, 

2017). It is possible that specific aspects of mindfulness may produce salutary effects in large 

part via cultivating an underlying capacity and tendency to cope with situations perceived as 

challenging, threatening, or generally stressful, by approaching them with curiosity rather than 

reacting defensively and avoiding them.  

Conceptualizing mindfulness. Several attempts have been made at presenting a concise 

yet comprehensive conceptualization of mindfulness. Segal, Williams, and Teasdale (2012) 

conceptualized mindfulness as a shift from the doing mode of life into the being mode. In this 

model, the doing mode is habitual and reactive and can be thought of as living in a manner 

reliant on mental schemas for how things should be, whereas the being mode is flexible, 

intentional, and immersed in the present moment.  
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Bishop and colleagues (2004) proposed a two-component model of mindfulness 

consisting of self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on present experience, and an 

orientation to experience characterized by openness, and acceptance. The latter component is 

particularly evocative of an approach style of coping with stress that may underlie many of the 

ways in which the practice of mindfulness actually positively impacts one’s life. The ability to 

turn toward and move into experience, not from a defensive posture but from one of interest and 

unknowing, may be a crucial mechanism of mindfulness’ impact on well-being, allowing for 

greater flexibility in the behavioral options one has available in life and less defensive, 

constricting, and habitual rigidity.  

Bishop’s model has been utilized to inform the development of measures aimed at 

assessing the mindfulness construct. The Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et 

al., 2006), operationalizes mindfulness via a singular overall construct and additionally breaks 

down Bishop’s proposed two-component model even further into five components consisting of: 

observing, describing, acting with awareness, nonjudging of inner experience, and nonreactivity 

to inner experience. These individual facets of the FFMQ, while often associated with one 

another, have been shown to represent unique capacities (Baer et al., 2008).  

The observing facet refers to the ability to break down experiences and to notice them 

consciously in more nuanced and discretely identifiable ways. These experiences may consist of 

physical sensations as well as sensations considered mental, such as emotions, thoughts, and 

other subtle feelings. The describing facet refers to the ability to take account of different 

elements of one’s experience and then verbally symbolize them through descriptive words. The 

facet of acting with awareness refers to the ability to focus on and fully engage with activities 
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and tasks in one’s life and is operationally defined through an inverse relation to the tendency to 

be distracted and to act in a habitual disengaged manner. 

Additionally, the nonjudging and nonreactivity facets pertain to reactions to inner 

experiences. The nonjudging facet corresponds to the ability to refrain from taking an evaluative 

stance, be it negative or positive, in relation to one’s inner experiences. Examples of these inner 

experiences include thoughts, emotions, sensations, or anything that one may become aware of. 

Nonreactivity refers to the ability to perceive one’s inner experiences without having to 

immediately react to them. The perceived experience can be referred to as the stimulus which is 

then followed by the individual’s reaction. The facet of nonreactivity may be uniquely important 

within the process of mindfulness at large (Freligh & Debb, 2019) by impacting the amount of 

space that can exist between stimulus and response, allowing one to be less glued to habitual 

reaction.  

Nonreactivity. The capacity for nonreactivity enables the expansion of the space 

between stimulus (what happens) and response (one’s behavior after what happens). It is 

activated by pausing or stepping back within this space, before acting. Purposeful pausing makes 

it easier for a person to let go of negative stressors and recover to a state of calm and equanimity 

following difficult experiences. This reduction of emotional reactivity interrupts the momentum 

of the stimulus-reaction chain by slowing it down. Research has shown that this also extends to 

physiological changes, such as reduced resting respiration rate, reduced relative activity in the 

amygdala related to emotional response, and quicker return to physiological baseline via 

parasympathetic nervous system reactivation following a spike in activity of the sympathetic 

nervous system (Wielgosz, Schuyler, Lutz, & Davidson, 2016). 
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It is theorized that the nonreactivity facet plays a primary role in the process of 

mindfulness, which is illustrated via the dynamic between doing and being in Figure 1. The 

theoretical process presented in Figure 1 demonstrates the potential influence of nonreactivity as 

a unique antecedent to the remaining mindfulness facets identified by Baer et al., (2006). If, at 

the moment just after the point of stimulus perception, an individual is able to pause before 

reacting, it allows for a completely different downstream experience of the initial stimulus. In 

theory, this may enable the remainder of the mindfulness process to unfold. It is possible that the 

mindful capacity to not immediately react (nonreactivity) may act as an initial domino in the 

mindfulness chain reaction by allowing for the space to pause and ultimately respond effectively 

to stressors over time. 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Theorized role of FFMQ mindfulness facets in the functioning of modes of experience. 
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Life inevitably includes pain and discomfort, but one’s relationship with their pain (i.e., 

their level of reactivity) is what will inform the amount that they mentally suffer because of it. 

The metaphor of the second arrow (Bhikku, 1997) can be helpful in articulating this point: the 

first arrow you are hit with is whatever has objectively happened in the moment, and the second 

arrow is your reaction to what has happened. An example would be getting cut off in traffic (first 

arrow), becoming angry (second arrow), and then displacing your anger on to an unsuspecting 

loved one (second arrow continued), who may have their own second arrow response to your 

displaced anger (which has become their first arrow), resulting in a continued stream of 

emotional reactivity. Mindfulness allows for a greater awareness of the second arrow, as well as 

a more neutral awareness of the first arrow via not reacting based on conditioned habit. In 

relation to the doing and being model shown in Figure 1, the first arrow is the same within both 

modes, but the second arrow is drastically changed within the shift from doing into being. 

Referring back to James’ comments on the training of a wandering attention as the 

education par excellence, and his lament over the apparent lack of the realistic possibility of such 

a training, seem to be met squarely by the capacity of mindful awareness and the existing means 

of training this ability via mindfulness interventions. An important question then is why this is 

such an important “education,” the answer to which ultimately is founded in its impact on one’s 

ability to live a good life. So, what does it mean to live well? 

Psychological Well-Being 

 Researchers have found that socioeconomic and demographic factors such as age, sex, 

income, race, education, and marital status, account for less than 20% of the variance in 

individuals’ reported levels of well-being (Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976; Kahneman, 

Krueger, 2006), some as low as 8% (Andrews & Withey, 1976). Accordingly, of prime 
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importance is the internal dynamic between psychological factors and the environment (Diener, 

Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). People have unique reactions to ostensibly the same external 

conditions, which is where the subjective component of well-being is derived. The field of study 

investigating subjective psychological well-being developed out of a response to the focus on 

negative psychological and emotional states. One review showed that psychological research 

focused on negative mental states outweighed those focused on positive states by a ratio of 17:1 

at the time of the study (Myers & Diener, 1995). One implication of this trend in the literature is 

that there may be more to well-being than simply the avoidance of misery and dissatisfaction. 

That being said, psychological well-being can be understood both via the lens of the absence of 

distress as well as the presence of wellness. 

 The absence of distress. Research has revealed three particular components of 

psychological distress, consisting of sets of symptoms categorized as depressive, anxious, and 

stressful (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). It has been suggested that self-report scales for anxiety 

and depression, instead of identifying two unique domains, predominantly examine the 

overarching common factor referred to as negative affect (NA; Watson & Clark, 1984). High NA 

reflects the experience of subjective distress and low NA reflects its absence. For example, the 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) was 

developed to assess the range of emotional experience, with low positive affect (PA) reflecting 

sadness and lethargy and high PA reflecting high energy and pleasurable engagement, as well as 

low NA reflecting a state of calmness and high NA reflecting subjective distress and 

unpleasurable engagement. While the anxious and depressive symptoms may share a common 

nonspecific component of NA, they can also be distinguished via particular unique 

characteristics.  
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Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) developed the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS) 

with nonpatient general population samples in order to measure the component characteristics of 

psychological distress – depression, anxiety, and stress. Depression was characterized by low 

positive affect, loss of self-esteem, and hopelessness. Anxiety was characterized by physiological 

hyperarousal associated with worry and fearfulness. Stress was characterized by chronic tension, 

irritability, and quickness to become frustrated. Measures such as the DASS address the negative 

end of psychological functioning, defining well-being in terms of the absence of distressing 

symptoms in one’s life; however, the focus on negative experience neglects the human capacity 

for flourishing as well as any protective factors associated with positive psychological 

functioning. In addition to the mere absence of distress, researchers have identified the 

importance of articulating what the presence of wellness looks like (Ryff, 1989), particularly to 

inform interventions aimed at boosting human flourishing and enjoyment of life. 

 The presence of wellness. In an effort to develop a comprehensive framework for 

measuring the underlying components that manifest with the presence of well-being in one’s life, 

the Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being (PWB; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) were created by 

drawing upon prevailing psychological theories of positive functioning, including individuation 

(Jung, 1933), human development (Erikson, 1959), maturity (Allport, 1961), the fully 

functioning person (Rogers, 1961), and self-actualization (Maslow, 1968). The points of 

convergence amongst these assorted theories inform the six core domains of Ryff’s conceptual 

model and measure: 1) Self-Acceptance; 2) Personal Growth; 3) Purpose in Life; 4) Positive 

Relations with Others; 5) Environmental Mastery; and 6) Autonomy. These six domains gauge 

psychological well-being by measuring the extent to which a) one has positive evaluations of 

oneself and of the life one has led (Self-Acceptance), b) experiences a sense of continued growth 



 12 

and development as a person (Personal Growth), c) believes that one’s life is purposeful and 

meaningful (Purpose in Life), d) maintains warm and trusting interpersonal relations (Positive 

Relations with Others), e) effectively manages one’s life and participates in creative activities 

(Environmental Mastery), and f) feels a sense of self-determination and personal freedom 

(Autonomy). 

The Ryff inventory has been utilized to measure well-being both in cross-sectional 

research as well as programs designed specifically to increase psychological well-being (Weiss, 

Gerben, & Bohlmeijer, 2016). Weiss and colleagues (2016) conducted a review of intervention 

studies utilizing the Ryff Scales and found a moderate effect size (d = .44) of behavioral 

interventions improving psychological well-being as a primary or secondary outcome measure. 

Longitudinal studies have shown that high levels of psychological well-being on the Ryff Scales 

are a protective factor against mental illness and psychopathology (Wood & Joseph, 2010). 

Utilizing a large cohort of participants at two time points, the researchers in this study also found 

that the absence of positive well-being creates a substantial risk factor for the onset of negative 

mental states such as depression; this was found independent of the presence of negative 

functioning and impaired physical health. It is important to develop effective interventions aimed 

at both the reduction of distressing symptoms as well as the cultivation of psychological well-

being for the general population as well as for particular populations of interest that may be able 

to benefit especially from such interventions. 

Adaptive Coping 

Coping can be described in terms of the behaviors one utilizes to engage or disengage 

with experiences perceived as threatening or distressing and can be conceptualized as existing on 

a continuum between avoidant and approach orientations (Roth & Lawrence, 1986). One can 
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utilize coping strategies in which they either avoid or approach the perceived source of their 

stresses, one or the other leading to different downstream implications for the impact of that 

initial stressor on one’s life. For example, social stress, which is an experience reportedly felt by 

the vast majority of the population to at least some extent (Purdon, Antony, Monteiro, & 

Swinson, 2001), has been examined to demonstrate the differences between avoidant and 

approach coping styles (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). An experience of social stress, such as 

giving a presentation or performing in front of others (see Cheng, 2003), can be coped with in a 

manner falling somewhere on this continuum between avoidant and approach, impacting the 

ultimate effect of the initial stressor on one’s well-being. Cheng found that individuals who were 

less anxious in stressful situations were more able to identify various characteristics of the 

situations and were more motivated to seek alternatives in coping with situational demands –  

qualities of a more flexible approach orientation in contrast to a more restricted avoidant one. 

Avoidant coping. Avoidant coping is a defensive strategy that involves cognitively 

distorting a threatening stimulus, which may include either ignoring or attempting to escape it. 

While avoidant coping may be effective in reducing distress in the immediate situation, it 

ultimately is an ineffective means of sustaining well-being (Davies & Clark, 1998). With regard 

to the example of social stress, an individual utilizing avoidant strategies may experience an 

initial bodily sense of anxiety and then opt to disengage with, or move away from the stressor, 

and/or to distract oneself with some other stimuli (e.g., using one’s smartphone). These strategies 

are akin to the process of negative reinforcement (Brewer, Elwafi, & Davis, 2013) in that the 

avoidance or distraction behavior is reinforced because it quickly removes the distressing 

stimulus (e.g., a social situation in which one may feel evaluated or judged by others). The 

immediate payoff of avoidant coping is what serves to reinforce the strategy, but it disallows for 
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the chance to challenge the source of threat, and thus the threat remains and grows larger and 

more habitually threatening over time. Researchers have operationalized avoidant coping in 

terms of strategies such as behavioral disengagement, mental disengagement, and denial 

(Stowell, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 2001). One potential avenue towards removing the power of 

the distressing stimuli is developing a quality of attention that is less prone to avoidant strategies 

aimed at moving one away from the present. 

Approach coping. Approach coping is basically the inverse of avoidant coping; it is a 

strategy of orienting (cognitively, emotionally, and/or behaviorally) toward and into situations 

deemed stressful or threatening. Approach coping has been articulated in the literature in three 

main ways: 1) active coping – taking action), 2) acceptance – acknowledging the reality and 

inevitability of stress), and 3) cognitive reinterpretation – observing and finding the positive in a 

stressful scenario (Fortune, Richards, Main, & Griffiths, 2002). Approach coping is considered 

to be adaptive via its method of actually addressing and developing a more nuanced 

understanding of stressful situations instead of avoiding them, which may be more of a challenge 

in the immediate moment but potentially lead to ultimate transcendence of stress and consequent 

boosting of well-being (Shontz, 1975; Herman-Stabl, Stemmler, & Petersen, 1995).  

Building upon the example of experiencing social stress, the individual utilizing an 

approach coping orientation may experience the same initial distressing stimulus, but instead of 

opting to immediately remove the discomfort via distraction and avoidance, they could allow the 

discomfort to arise, encounter it with openness and/or curiosity, and in doing so remove some of 

its threatening power and allow for the possibility to engage with it versus retreat from it. These 

strategies are akin to processes of behavioral exposure (i.e., gradually exposing and desensitizing 
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oneself to feared stimuli) utilized in therapeutic treatments for anxiety (Treanor, 2011) and run 

counter to the negative reinforcement cycle.  

Exposing oneself to initial distress is the only effective means of actually transcending 

that distress and gaining more flexibility and freedom in terms of behavioral options (e.g., 

talking to a stranger versus having to retreat to the use of one’s smartphone). While approach 

strategies may actually increase distress in the very short-term, due to the discomfort often 

associated with moving into distressing experiences and the relative comfort associated with 

avoidance strategies that take one away from those experiences in the short-term, they are the 

means of increasing long-term well-being (Brake, Sauer-Zavala, Boswell, Gallagher, Farchione, 

& Barlow, 2015). The difficulty (the initial increase in distress in the moment) associated with 

selecting the ultimately more effective approach strategy supports the importance of cultivating 

complementary psychological factors that make it easier to make this selection in the moment. 

Coping and mindfulness. It is possible that mindfulness itself simply reduces 

experiences of distress and improves well-being, but it may also be that more mindful 

individuals have certain attributes that allow them to more adaptively encounter distressing 

situations, such as a coping style characterized by reduced avoidance and increased approach 

orientation. One of the main beneficial mechanisms of mindfulness on an individual’s life may 

be that it promotes a broad openness to, and curiosity about, present-moment experience (i.e., 

approach). More mindful individuals may be able to observe events, and the impact they have on 

one’s thoughts and emotions, objectively as they occur in the here-and-now as opposed to 

allowing the events to automatically activate past or future-oriented thinking and subsequent 

behavioral patterns, thus enabling them to cope in more adaptive ways rather than perpetuate the 

stress cycle via avoidant coping (McCullough, Orsulak, Brandon, & Akers, 2007). Mindfulness 
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has been shown to be associated with reduced rumination, thought suppression, and negative 

thinking styles (Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006), as well as reduced 

affective responding during stressful experiences (Larsen, 2000), all of which are components of 

an avoidance orientation.  

Research has shown that avoidance coping strategies may result in emotional numbing 

and actually exacerbate the initial stressor (Roth & Lawrence, 1986; Herman-Stabl, Stemmler, & 

Petersen, 1995) and that those who adopt approach strategies tend to experience fewer negative 

psychological symptoms (Litman, 2006). Approach-oriented coping strategies may enable 

individuals to investigate and potentially challenge the validity of stimuli experienced as 

negative and thus change their consequent experience of the stressor, particularly with regard to 

reducing negative feelings toward oneself (Pascoe & Richman, 2009). The challenging of the 

validity of one’s negative experiences is evocative of the conceptual component of mindfulness 

identified by Bishop and colleagues (2004) of a tendency toward openness to and curiosity about 

one’s experience versus a tendency for less conscious reaction. 

An approach-oriented strategy allows for deeper investigation of negative events based 

on their particular context, while an avoidance-oriented approach would rely on vigilance for the 

occurrence of these events and minimal investigation of their context in favor of immediate 

habitual reaction (Womack & Sloan, 2017). Research has found that mindfulness is in fact 

positively associated with approach-oriented coping strategies in college students (Womack & 

Sloan, 2017), for example, demonstrating that mindfulness may act as a buffer against the 

negative effects of the stressors experienced by this population by promoting an orientation of 

approach.  
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One study (Weinstein, Brown, & Ryan, 2009) investigated whether the use of more 

adaptive coping strategies would mediate the relationship between mindfulness levels and well-

being outcomes for undergraduate students. Weinstein and colleagues utilized the COPE 

inventory (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989), which includes the subscales of denial, 

behavioral disengagement, and mental disengagement as markers of avoidant coping, and the 

subscales of active coping, acceptance, and positive reinterpretation and growth as markers of 

approach. The researchers found that more mindful individuals reported less use of avoidant 

coping and higher use of approach coping in response to a stressful social situation. In their 

series of studies, more adaptive coping either partially or fully mediated the association between 

mindfulness and well-being, as measured by lower perceived stress and anxiety, and higher 

optimism. More mindful individuals were more likely to cope adaptively with stress, particularly 

via the reduced likelihood of avoidant coping. Additionally, Palmer and Roger (2009) found that 

avoidant coping and perceived stress predicted over 38% of the variance of mindfulness scores in 

a study examining ways to enhance college transition programming. If the benefits of 

mindfulness are exerted through its association with an adaptive coping orientation, it is 

important to understand if mindfulness training can specifically cultivate this coping style. 

Mindfulness Training 

“Mindfulness occurs naturally in everyday life, but requires practice to be maintained” 

(Germer, Siegel, & Fulton, 2016, p. 15). Continuity of mindfulness requires a persistent kind of 

effort, and particularly so in distressing situations that tend to trigger habitual avoidance 

reactions. Mindfulness is a counterforce to these habitual reactions and may allow for an 

approach orientation in the face of such situations. Mindfulness as an ability can be trained both 

formally or informally. Formal mindfulness practice typically refers to meditation, which can be 
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seen as a concentrated period of orienting one’s attention in a particular way. Meditation practice 

is like going to the gym, or doing musical repetitions; it is the training ground for strengthening 

the mindfulness ability to be used and embodied in everyday life. In the West, three particular 

types of meditation practice are typically taught within mindfulness training programs: 1) 

focused attention, 2) open monitoring, and 3) loving-kindness and compassion (Salzberg, 2011). 

Each of these techniques represent distinct yet related components of mindful living, and each 

may uniquely facilitate a coping style of reduced avoidance and enhanced approach. 

 Focused attention. Focused attention meditation, also referred to simply as 

concentration, is characterized by directing one’s attention to a specific and clearly defined 

object and sustaining that attention for a period of time (Lutz, Slagter, Dunne, & Davidson, 

2008). The instruction is to simply attend to one’s present experience without attending to 

narrative commentary about what the experience is like, as if one was shining a narrow and clear 

flashlight on one component of experience and leaving it there. It is a practice of directly 

experiencing as opposed to thinking about experiencing. A common object of attention is the 

breath, as it is always available and always moving and thus can be focused on in each moment. 

Thoughts and sensations inevitably arise while attending to the breath, and so the practitioner 

simply notices those phenomena, observes them as passing mental occurrences (e.g., thoughts, 

images, sounds, sensations, etc.), and then returns to the anchor of the breath that always remains 

in the present moment. 

A common additional anchoring component of focused attention practice is the use of 

silent counting from one to ten, counting on each exhale, and starting back over at one (Hagen, 

2012). Counting also helps the individual notice if they have become distracted if they lose count 

or if they find themselves counting beyond ten. When one does inevitably become distracted, it 
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is paramount to not judge oneself negatively (Frewen et al., 2007), but rather to simply notice 

this judgment as just another passing mental occurrence and start back over at one on the next 

exhale. It can be tempting to judge oneself, and it may be useful to recall the conceptual doing 

and being modes in this instance.  

In the doing mode, there is some optimal way that you want things to be, something to 

compare your current experience to (e.g., “I’m not relaxed enough” or “I’m not focused 

enough”). In the being mode, there is only the way things are and an ever-deepening curiosity 

about how things are. The practice of mindfulness is a cultivation of this being mode and the 

critical judgment within this mode can simply be acknowledged without the need for further 

narration, allowing for a return to present experience of the sensations of breath.  

A helpful way of understanding the utility of focused attention practice is to imagine a 

glass of water with sand in it. Conditioning in life and habitual daily activities continually shake 

up the sand, which makes it difficult to see clearly. Focused attention practice is a means of 

holding the glass still in order to allow the sand to fall to the bottom of the glass gradually, which 

is the only way to step back and see the situation with clarity, as opposed to attempting to make 

the water clear by shaking it up repeatedly. In this way, avoidant coping strategies can be seen as 

shaking the glass and approach strategies as allowing the sediment to settle to the bottom. An 

avoidant strategy (as articulated in the COPE inventory) could mean experiencing a distressing 

situation and then utilizing some form of distraction to reduce negative feelings or giving up in 

one’s initial efforts, whereas an approach strategy would manifest out of pausing and noticing 

one’s tendency to react with an avoidant strategy – pausing long enough to not do so, and then 

continuing to persevere with a refreshed present-focused perspective.  
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From an historical Buddhist standpoint, “mindfulness,” or sati in the original Pali 

language of the Buddha, refers specifically to the practice of open monitoring, described below, 

whereas focused attention is seen as a separate method (samadhi). In the West, these practices 

have come to be viewed as existing together within the overarching umbrella of mindfulness 

practice, though there is some controversy in the field with regard to this distinction (Siegel, 

personal communication, June 6, 2018). In the current study, each of these meditative techniques 

are considered conceptually within the realm of mindfulness at large, with the understanding that 

traditional Buddhism differentiates mindfulness from other meditative techniques. 

 Open monitoring. The practice of open monitoring meditation differs from focused 

attention in that the scope of one’s attentional object becomes much broader and more receptive 

(Lutz et al., 2008). If focused attention can be thought of as a flashlight illuminating one narrow 

component of experience (e.g., the sensations of the breath), open monitoring is like a lamp that 

brings light to an entire room, illuminating all potential objects of one’s consciousness. In open 

monitoring, one simply becomes aware of whatever arises in consciousness without judging it 

and without pursuing it with further elaboration. Open monitoring can be utilized to notice one’s 

intentions, sensations, emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. Additionally, one can become aware of 

interoception: the sensations coming from inside the body (Farb, Segal, & Anderson, 2012).  

Focused attention practice can be viewed as a doorway into open monitoring practice in 

that concentration may act to first calm the mind/quiet it down enough to allow for a less 

judgmental and less habitually reactive awareness of the stream of mental events. To expand the 

metaphor, if focused attention is holding the glass of water still to allow the sand to fall to the 

bottom, open monitoring is actually placing the glass down and letting go of the effort to make 

the sand settle, but rather simply observing as it settles fully on its own. Over time, this practice 
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optimally becomes generalized to everyday living even while not engaged in formal meditation; 

stimuli that may have once caused an instinctive reaction (e.g., stress or anxiety), may be 

processed with greater perspective and responded to in a more intentional and reflective manner, 

optimizing one’s capacity to approach each and every situation with objectivity rather than 

relying on habitual avoidant coping.  

 Mental noting. The shift from focused attention into open monitoring meditation practice 

can occur via the mechanism of mental noting (Fronsdal, 2008). The aim of this practice is to 

simply note the various alternating objects of one’s attention rather than repeatedly reorienting to 

a particular object of focus. From moment to moment, one simply notes (i.e., labels) wherever 

the mind is (e.g., “thinking,” “planning,” “judging,” or even “don’t know”) from the standpoint 

of an objective observer. One study showed that mindfulness meditation led to reduced negative 

affect via this ability to mentally label negative affective stimuli as it occurs (Creswell et al., 

2007). The purpose is to gradually cultivate a sense of relaxed awareness toward, and deeper 

understanding of, the constant flow of the mind without having to effortfully place it on any 

particular object of attention. This is why the technique is called open monitoring, as the 

practitioner is simply open to and curious about all possible conscious phenomena in its simplest 

form. 

 Loving-kindness and compassion. The practice of loving-kindness and compassion 

meditation refers to cultivating a particular quality of awareness rather than directing awareness 

to a particular object or to all passing objects of consciousness. These exercises are oriented 

around intentionally enhancing unconditionally positive emotional states with regard to oneself 

and others (Germer et al., 2016). According to the Dalai Lama (2003), loving-kindness is a “state 

of mind which aspires that all sentient beings may enjoy happiness, whereas compassion is “the 
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wish that all sentient beings may be free from suffering” (p. 67). These explanations are 

evocative of the complementary elements of well-being, that of reducing distress and increasing 

wellness. Meditations can be formulated to intentionally cultivate both of these aspects of loving-

kindness and compassion (Hopkins, 2001).   

A typical loving-kindness meditation guides the individual through a series of objects of 

attention (Hofmann, Grossman, & Hinton, 2011), intentionally wishing well for each of these 

objects; that they be safe, healthy, happy, and live with ease, for example (Salzberg, 2002). It is 

important for this practice to not be mechanical in nature and to investigate any psychological 

and physiological resistance one experiences – such resistance provides an additional 

opportunity for the application of mindful observation.  

The literature suggests that these meditative methods are associated with an increase in 

positive affect and a decrease in negative affect, as well as improvements in social anxiety and 

interpersonal stress. Hofmann and colleagues (2011) conducted a review of the literature and 

found that these techniques may be particularly potent when combined with empirically-

supported treatments, such as cognitive therapy. Studies have also shown that that elements of 

loving-kindness and compassion can be trained in a relatively short amount of time. Hutcherson 

and colleagues (2008) found that feelings of social connection and positivity toward strangers 

could be created in a controlled laboratory environment following a brief loving-kindness 

meditation exercise in comparison with a closely matched control task. In a final continuation of 

the glass of water metaphor, the step of loving-kindness and compassion is akin to seeing 

through the glass of water that has become clear via focused attention and open monitoring 

practice, acknowledging the sources of one’s own suffering, and extending the focus of mindful 

awareness to the suffering of others. John Stuart Mill, a 19th-century British philosopher, 
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" ! Loving-Kindness and Compassion meditation 
" ! Specific and general informal mindfulness practices 

¥! Students will demonstrate knowledge of the common misconceptions about mindfulness 
and meditation 

¥! Students will identify personal “problem” areas to which the application of mindfulness 
would be beneficial and explain how practice has impacted these areas (reflection papers) 

¥! Students will have completed at least 10 hours of combined in-class and at-home 
meditation practice over the course of the term 

 
 
*Visual model of course flow (to be articulated in Week 1 of the course): 
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APPENDIX H 
 

STUDENT FEEDBACK/EVALUATION OF THE COURSE 
 
Midway Feedback: 
 
- My professor suggested this class and I swear he got a sense of what I needed in my life 
because this course has been eye-opening. It has allowed me insight into different techniques for 
dealing with my frantic mind. I allows me to finally realize I am not crazy and that a lot of us go 
through similar things while thinking to ourselves that we are crazy. 
 
- My expectations for this class were exactly what I expected them to be. I expected this class to 
be an uplift in my life and it has been, especially using the meditations that are required and 
recommended by the professor. My favorite part are the mini videos and my least favorite is 
nothing. 
 
- I am more at ease and learning great life lessons. I have realized I am over-stimulated and it is 
hard for me to concentrate on one thing. 
 
- This course has surpassed my expectations! I have learned so many different exercises that help 
me and my family on a daily basis. I have been educating my family members about things 
I've learned in this course.  
 
- My favorite part of this course has been the explanations and examples that are given in the 
videos of the different lessons. I think they are very informative and easy to understand. I look 
forward to the lessons. If every course adapted this teaching style would increase the success of 
the students. I do not dislike anything about this course. What is there not to like?! 
 
- My favorite part of this course are the weekly assignments because it allows me to express 
what I have learned. 
 
- This course is giving me exactly what I wanted to be mindful. I want to truly be aware of my 
experiences, to reduce the anger that I often let build up by not being aware. 
 
- This course has given me a new outlook on life.  I will be able to take lessons from this course 
and use them in my daily life. 
 
- I like how the assignments are thought-provoking and that we are given videos about what we 
are learning. It almost feels like a face-to-face class with the videos with Charles.  
 
- I really enjoy the assignments where we are asked to provide examples. I love that we are 
having to think how the lessons or what we learn apply to our actual lives and situations we have 
been through.  
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- I also truly enjoy the background items in the videos Charles makes. It is clever and funny how 
the elephants, tiger, etc. are placed in different spots sometimes. Quite entertaining to see how 
each item’s placement is different in the videos. 
 
- I do not honestly really dislike anything about this course though, I have enjoyed the 
assignments, the readings, and watching the videos each week. 
 
- I really did not know what to expect when I entered this class, but my favorite part so far has 
been the different challenges each week. In some way they have all enlightened me on things 
that I was not aware of before that I now pay attention to. 
 
- This course has actually exceeded my expectations. It is actually very well put together. It 
teaches you about mindfulness and how to actually relax beyond just breathing. My favorite part 
of this course is focused attention and having “anchors.” 
 
- I love this course and how assignments revolve around practicing meditation. I feel that this 
course should be mandatory for every student, to help minimize and decrease stress levels, and to 
also help build confidence. This course has helped me to keep my energy positive, and I look 
forward to the mindfulness assignments, videos and reading assignments every week. 
 
- My expectations have been far exceeded. I am much more aware of situations happening in life 
from small things such as enjoying meals more, to big things like tunnel vision while driving to 
work in the morning and not remembering getting there. This course should be mandatory for 
students due to the fact that it will allow people to have a better outlook on life all around.  
 
- Since starting this class I have seen a significant change in how I feel about my personal 
experiences because I better understand that my perspective at times is different from what is 
actually occurring.  
 
- The mediation exercises do help and at first, I honestly didn’t think they would. My favorite 
part of the course is learning the different meditations and learn how to actually conduct them in 
the right way. I have learned so much about myself in a way. I have never been so relaxed until 
this course. By far the best course I have taken within the 3 years I have been in college. 
 
Final Feedback: 
 
- I absolutely loved the course. I’m upset its only offered as a mini term.  
 
- The videos and guided meditations have helped my anxiety tremendously.  
 
- I feel like everything was very relevant and the material was easy to understand. 
 
- I thought the videos, workload, and text were perfect and well put together for the course.  
 
- I enjoyed the videos the most. They were informative.  
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- I feel the material did relate culturally and can relate to anyone’s life whether it be a traditional 
student or not.  
 
- I am truly glad this was one of my last classes at Norfolk State.  
 
- This course was helpful to me for many ways. This course has taught me that becoming 
connected and conscious of yourself is most important.  
 
- After taking this course, I feel more comfortable with myself.  
 
- I feel that the presentations were the best, Mr. Freligh explained everything extremely well. 
 
- I personally feel this course has been one of the most interesting Psychology courses I have 
taken.  
 
- Leave the course the way it is. The way the course is designed now we learn, engage and grow 
and that is beautiful.  
 
- I feel the material was relevant to me culturally. The material allows you to become more in 
tune with who you are as a person.  
 
- My main takeaway is that meditation is not some Asian based religious practice, it is a mental, 
mind-stimulating spiritual experience that can improve your quality of life and produce real 
positive life progression. Thank you for all the knowledge that has been bestowed to me as being 
a part of this class.   
 
- A few of my main takeaway lessons that I learned from this course are to be kind to yourself, 
that there is no wrong way of meditating, and listen more to others. I really enjoyed the video 
lessons and practicing the meditations described in the videos.  
 
- One of my favorite lessons was about pretending to be an alien trying a small food item for the 
first time. That was a way for me to truly appreciate and have a vivid refreshing experience of a 
food item (pink starburst) that I so often experience without awareness, and experiencing it in a 
new way was fun.  
 
- I really enjoyed the assignments. I truly loved being able to be creative with my responses and 
include examples from my actual life. The assignments were actually something I looked 
forward to every end of my week.  
 
- I am a little sad this course is coming to an end, and I hope more classes like this will be 
offered for future students of NSU. Participating in this class was a great way to end my time at 
NSU, and I feel I am a better person from the tools I learned in this course.  
 
- I do feel the presentation of the material was relevant to me culturally. I think that it included 
activities that could be done by all kinds of people of all kinds of cultures, and the readings and 
videos were presented in a way that was understandable and not overwhelming at all.  
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- I am so thankful I signed up for this course and I will be sure to continue to practice some of 
the meditations and activities again in the future. I will also keep my insight timer app and try 
my best to always make time to meditate.  
 
- I hope the videos will be available for a while to reference back to and watch still. Thanks for 
all the feedback and insight through the videos! I hope that everyone found this course material 
rewarding and are better too through meditation and mindfulness. 
 
- This class was by far my favorite course I’ve taken here at Norfolk State University.  
 
- This course has definitely taught me a different standing on life. It has showed me how to live 
my life more peacefully. It has showed me how to understand people and how to adapt to many 
different scenarios.  
 
- My favorite lesson was the one that taught me how to stop listening to respond and/or to be 
correct, but rather, how to listen to actually understand where the speaker is coming from.  
 
- Honestly, this course was an amazing course and I loved it. The presentation of the material 
was relevant to me culturally because it showed me so many different ways to stay in a peaceful 
mindset. It taught me how to deal with different adversities without making it such a big deal and 
how to focus my attention. This was my favorite course hands down and I’m truly upset it’s 
over. 
 
- I did not realize how beneficially this would be until I was able to put some of these practices to 
use outside of me doing my homework. These lessons are definitely something I plan to carry 
out beyond this course and to even venture further to see what other practices I can learn.  
 
- I think the videos were extremely helpful rather than trying to just read material. A lot of the 
time I felt I had my own personally one-on-one time with Charles guiding me through my 
mediations. Thank you for having me in this course, I have learned a lot about myself during this 
time. 
 
- I think that this was an awesome course. This course has taught me more about myself and how 
to be mindful of myself. This course teaches one to celebrate themselves and their 
characteristics. I do not think you should change much about this course I do think that it is 
culturally relevant.  
 
- I absolutely loved taking this course. I loved the videos that we got to watch, it gave me life tips 
and advice. What I learned in this class will stick with me and help me in life, and that’s another 
reason I loved this course.  
 
- I loved this course. It was very informative about the practice of mindfulness and meditation 
overall. I would have liked to have seen more practice with the meditations instead of moving on 
so fast. However, I understand that it is a shorter course. Culturally, I do feel that it fit me, I just 
had to take what applied and leave the rest that didn’t stick. 
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- I really enjoyed the video lectures in this course as well as the life-long lessons I will take with 
me. Mindfulness and meditation is a journey to becoming more aware and present in the moment 
and, honestly, it has helped me become a better me.  
 
- I really enjoyed this course. I never saw myself actually being a person that meditates. With 
this course, I have become more open to things. I believe that all the material that was presented 
in the course was relevant and helpful. 
 
- This course has helped me tremendously in my daily life. I think it would be great if it were an 
in-person class vs. online.  
 
- My main takeaway lessons were that small things do make up the big picture and that the 
current moment is more valuable than the stresses, daydreaming, and other things that may 
distract us from the now. 
 
- I absolutely enjoyed this course.  For me, the timing for taking the course was God-sent and 
divinely ordered.   At my church we were discussing the importance of meditation and 
mindfulness.  I was so excited to hear of this new venture, especially since I was learning the 
benefits.  
 
- I enjoyed this class very much. I absolutely loved the questions and the video lessons. I feel that 
this material was more relevant to me than I know. It opened my eyes to so many things and 
helped me understand. I will be continuing mindfulness and mediation.  
 
- The questions, the lesson plan and the exercises were well thought out and planned in a way 
that contributed to my understanding of the course. The presentation of the material was very 
much relevant in order to help bring peace and understanding to others as well as take a minute 
and come to your senses before acting out irrationally. 
 
- My favorite lessons were the video lessons because I am a visual person and it felt like I had a 
meditation guide with me. I enjoyed learning about how feelings, sights, and sounds are 
perceptions. I feel that I can enjoy life more freely and be an observer. 
 
- I think the lesson that was provided about why meditation is not a religion was important 
 
- I’ve learned how to focus my mind on one thing and letting go of everything else. I’ve been 
able to take a step back, think differently and then choose and alternative outcome 
 
- I have had many classes and some that I have even had to retake. However, this class I feel 
should be mandatory for all students to take. When this course started, I was 208 pounds. I am 
now 190 pounds and almost exceeded my goal. This course has helped me see clearly, be able to 
speak better in front of crowds, and helped me find motivation when I had absolutely none 
whatsoever. Thank you so much for this course and insight on helping me find me when I 
couldn’t. This course does not need anything changed besides making it mandatory for all 
students.  
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- I enjoyed all the techniques used in different situations and how to act a certain way in that 
specific time. It really transferred to reality too. There is no improvement to be made because 
this was my favorite online course and this did affect my life and help out in so many ways.  
 
- I get bored easily so I liked the fact that the videos were short but full of information.  I 
wouldn’t change anything about this course, it was great! 
 
- This has by far been one of my favorite courses since I’ve been in college. I have learned to 
control my anxiety as well as learn more about myself and this topic. 
 
- This course was very organized and thorough. This class has already helped with my anxiety 
and that mean the world to me. 
 
- Overall this was a great course and I would recommend it to everyone as it taught me skills that 
are essential to life and being able to cope with the everyday stressors it can bring. 
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