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Abstract

Higher education plays a critical role in preparing students for academic success and professional
demands, requiring not only intellectual development but also psychological resilience to manage
stress, anxiety, and emotional challenges. Mindfulness has emerged as an effective practice for
enhancing self-awareness, emotional regulation, and sustainable mental health, yet its integration into
higher education programs remains underexplored. This study investigates the lived experiences and
perceptions of students in higher education regarding mindfulness practices as a means to foster
sustainable mental health and academic well-being. Utilizing a qualitative phenomenological design,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50 students from a higher education institution in
Maharashtra, India. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis, with credibility ensured via
triangulation and member checking. Four themes emerged: (1) mindfulness as a stress-relief strategy,
(2) improved concentration and self-awareness, (3) emotional regulation and resilience, and (4)
challenges in practicing mindfulness. Findings suggest that embedding structured mindfulness modules
in higher education curricula can enhance students’ mental health, equipping them to navigate
academic and personal challenges effectively. This integration may improve learning environments and
academic outcomes, offering a pathway to sustainable well-being in higher education.
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Introduction

Background: Why Mental Health and Mindfulness Are Relevant in Education

Mental health is a cornerstone of educational success, influencing students’ cognitive
development, academic performance, and overall well-being. In today’s high-pressure
academic environments, where students face challenges from examinations, peer dynamics,
and future uncertainties, prioritizing mental health fosters emotional resilience alongside
intellectual growth. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2024) highlight
that schools promoting mental health see improvements in classroom behavior, engagement,
and peer relationships. Mindfulness, defined as present-moment awareness characterized by
non-judgmental observation, has emerged as a vital tool in education. Although rooted in
ancient Eastern traditions, it has been adapted to modern contexts, where it fosters self-
regulation, emotional control, and stress reduction, benefiting both students and educators
(Sharma & Rush, 2014) [411, Mindfulness’s relevance in education lies in its ability to address
holistic student needs. Research shows that mindfulness programs enhance attention, coping
skills, and positive moods, leading to better academic outcomes and fewer behavioral issues
(Gabrieli, 2019) 112, Specifically, mindfulness practices improve emotional regulation, self-
compassion, and social relationships, which are critical for collaborative learning
environments (Zenner et al., 2014) /1. For educators, mindfulness reduces work-related
stress and enhances well-being, enabling them to foster supportive classrooms (Emerson et
al., 2020) 29, In higher education, where autonomy and self-directed learning are paramount,
mindfulness supports mental clarity and resilience amid complex challenges (Saxena et al.,
2020) ™. In India, where traditional practices like meditation intersect with modern
education, mindfulness aligns with goals of fostering emotional intelligence and adaptability

in diverse cultural contexts (Jaiswal & Singh, 2022) (22,
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Problem Statement: Stress, Anxiety, and Emotional
Challenges in Students and Teachers

Educational institutions worldwide face rising mental health
challenges, including stress, anxiety, and emotional
difficulties affecting students and teachers. Among students,
academic stress is prevalent: McFarland et al. (2017) 27
report that 37.1% of U.S. college students were diagnosed or
treated for stress, 31.1% for anxiety, and 21.8% for sleep
difficulties. In school settings, nearly 80% of children aged
8-17 experience frequent stress, leading to irritability (40%),
anxiety (36%), and physical symptoms like headaches
(National Education Association, 2024). These issues,
driven by homework overload, peer pressure, and societal
expectations, result in reduced concentration, chronic
absenteeism, and long-term mental health disorders (Saxena
et al., 2020) ¥ In Indian universities, students face
additional cultural and socioeconomic pressures, such as
competitive exams and family obligations, amplifying
emotional distress (Kaur & Singh, 2024) 22,

Teachers are equally affected, with the National Education
Association (2024) noting that 84% experience work-related
anxiety and 10% report relationship breakdowns due to
burnout. Globally, educators report high stress levels (61-
93%), with 50% experiencing emotional exhaustion and
29% anxiety, often due to student behavioral issues and
administrative demands (Kyriacou, 2001; Herman et al.,
2018) > 171 This creates a cycle where stressed teachers
struggle to support students, perpetuating emotional
challenges. In Indian universities, large class sizes, resource
constraints, and post-pandemic shifts to digital learning
exacerbate these issues, highlighting the need for
interventions like mindfulness to address this crisis.

Literature Review

Quantitative research underscores mindfulness’s benefits in
education. A meta-analysis by Zenner et al. (2014) 71 found
that mindfulness-based school interventions (MBSIs)
improve self-compassion, mental health, and self-regulation
among students. For example, mindfulness training
enhanced academic performance, reduced suspensions, and
lowered stress in middle school students (Bakosh et al.,
2016) ™. In higher education, programs reduced anxiety and
depression while improving sleep quality (Chadi et al.,
2022; Smith et al., 2009) & %4l In India, quantitative studies
show mindfulness enhances resilience and quality of life
among young adults, with meditation improving mindful
awareness and life satisfaction in adolescents (Verma &
Kumar, 2024; Ramasubramanian, 2017; Kaur & Singh,
2024) [46, 22, 37]

Qualitative studies offer deeper insights into lived
experiences. Dariotis et al. (2016) [ found that students in
mindfulness programs reported improved emotional
awareness, reduced stress, and positive psychological
reactions. Teachers delivering mindfulness noted personal
benefits, such as increased well-being, alongside student
improvements in focus and relationships (Emerson et al.,
2020) %, Undergraduate students described mindfulness as
fostering happiness and coping skills (Chadi et al., 2022) (81,
Despite these findings, gaps remain, particularly in Indian
universities. While global studies are robust, research on
lived experiences in Indian higher education is limited, often
prioritizing quantitative outcomes over nuanced perceptions
(Jaiswal & Singh, 2022; Kaur & Singh, 2024) ['% 22 Few
qualitative studies explore how cultural contexts shape
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mindfulness perceptions, with limited focus on diverse
student populations beyond psychology cohorts (Kaur &
Singh, 2024) 2, This gap hinders the development of
tailored interventions in India’s unique educational
landscape, characterized by rapid urbanization and
traditional influences.

Purpose of Study

This study seeks to explore the experiences and perceptions
of mindfulness practices among students in Indian
universities, addressing the research gap by focusing on
qualitative insights into their mental health and academic
lives.

Research Questions

1. How do students perceive mindfulness practices in
educational settings?

2. In what ways does mindfulness impact their mental
health and academic life

Methodology

Research Design

This study employs a phenomenological design to explore
students’ lived experiences of mindfulness in Indian
universities. Phenomenology emphasizes understanding the
essence of a phenomenon through subjective accounts,
making it suitable for capturing the nuanced meanings
students assign to mindfulness (Neubauer et al., 2019) [,
Unlike grounded theory, which develops theories, or
ethnography,  which  requires  cultural  immersion,
phenomenology prioritizes descriptive depth  without
preconceived assumptions (Groenewald, 2004) [,
Interpretive phenomenology was used to co-construct
meaning while attending to cultural influences in India’s
educational context. Researcher biases were mitigated
through epoche (Moustakas, 1994) 8 This design
addresses a literature gap by offering qualitative depth on
mindfulness in higher education, privileging contextual
insights over generalizability.

Participants

The study involved 50 undergraduate and postgraduate
students, aged 18-25, from public and private universities in
urban India (Delhi, Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh).
Participants represented varied disciplines like humanities,
sciences, medicine, social sciences, and engineering,
ensuring diverse perspectives. While phenomenological
studies often reach saturation with 10-30 participants (Guest
et al., 2006) [, a larger sample enriched diversity.
Eligibility required at least three months of mindfulness
practice (e.g., meditation, yoga, or mindfulness apps) within
the past year. Students with diagnosed clinical conditions
were excluded to focus on general perceptions. This ensured
varied yet relevant experiences across academic and cultural
backgrounds.

Sampling Strategy

Purposive sampling was adopted to recruit information-rich
cases (Palinkas et al., 2015) 4, Students were approached
through university wellness centers and online mindfulness
forums, supplemented by snowball sampling to access
diverse socioeconomic groups (Noy, 2008) B4, This
combination balanced purposeful selection with broader
reach, reducing biases associated with convenience
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sampling (Etikan et al., 2016) ', Sampling continued until
thematic saturation was achieved, ensuring comprehensive
coverage of experiences.

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were used for flexibility and
depth (Kallio et al., 2016) Y. Each 30-45-minute interview
was conducted online (Zoom/Google Meet),
accommodating schedules and post-pandemic accessibility
(Archibald et al., 2019) . A pilot-tested guide included
open-ended questions such as, “Can you describe your
experiences with mindfulness practices in your university
life?” with probes like, “How has this affected your stress
levels during exams?” to elicit detailed narratives.

Ethical protocols were rigorously followed. Informed
consent was obtained verbally and in writing, outlining
purpose, voluntary participation, and withdrawal rights
(Sanjari et al., 2014) 8. Confidentiality was ensured via
pseudonyms and password-protected data  storage.
Counseling referrals were provided in case of distress.
Approval was secured from the institutional ethics board,
adhering to principles of respect, beneficence, and justice
(Orb et al., 2001) 31, Interviews were audio-recorded with
permission, transcribed verbatim, and supplemented with
field notes on non-verbal cues.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) [ six-
phase thematic analysis: familiarization, coding, theme
development, review, definition, and reporting. This
inductive approach suits phenomenology by allowing
themes to emerge organically (Nowell et al., 2017) B3,
Coding combined open, axial, and selective stages, drawing
on grounded theory techniques for rigor (Strauss & Corbin,
1998) M1 NVivo software supported coding and
visualization. Trustworthiness was ensured through member
checking and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 2],
Reflexivity was maintained via a research journal to
minimize bias.

Findings

The thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews revealed
four overarching themes that encapsulate students’ lived
experiences with mindfulness in Indian university settings:
(1) mindfulness as a stress-relief strategy, (2) enhanced
concentration and self-awareness, (3) emotional regulation
and resilience, and (4) challenges in sustaining practice.
These themes, derived inductively, reflect the
phenomenological essence of participants’ narratives (Braun
& Clarke, 2006) [, with verbatim extracts offering thick
descriptions of their experiences amid academic pressures.
The findings resonate with prior research in educational
contexts, particularly in non-Western settings where cultural
nuances influence adoption (Ramasubramanian, 2017) F71,
Indian studies (Bajaj et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 2016) > 42
affirm the cultural relevance of mindfulness, highlighting its
alignment with traditional meditative practices while
acknowledging persistent misconceptions. Similarly, global
evidence (Benn et al., 2012; Kerrigan et al., 2017;
Sapthiang et al., 2019; Gouda et al., 2016) [> 23 39 14]
underscores its efficacy in reducing stress, enhancing focus,
and fostering resilience, while also pointing to
implementation challenges shaped by institutional and
cultural contexts. Collectively, these alignments strengthen
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the present study’s contribution to understanding
mindfulness in higher education, particularly within non-
Western frameworks.

Theme 1: Mindfulness as a Stress-Relief Strategy
Participants consistently described mindfulness as a vital
tool for improving academic stress, often likening it to a
mental reset in high-pressure environments. Sub-themes
included immediate relief during exams and long-term
coping with daily stressors. For instance, Priya, a 22-year-
old engineering student, shared: "When deadlines pile up, |
sit for five minutes, focusing on my breath it's like the chaos
in my head just fades. Before, I'd panic and lose sleep, but
now, it's my go-to escape.” This echoes quantitative findings
where mindfulness reduces anxiety in students (Chadi et al.,
2022) [ Another sub-theme was its integration into
routines, as Rahul, 20-year-old humanities major, noted: "In
hostel life, with noisy roommates and constant assignments,
a quick meditation app session calms me down. It's not
magic, but it stops the spiral of overthinking.” These
accounts highlight mindfulness's accessibility, supporting
studies on its role in stress management among young adults
(Verma & Kumar, 2024; Zenner et al., 2014) [ 471 Overall,
this theme underscores mindfulness as a proactive strategy,
transforming overwhelming stress into manageable
moments, consistent with meta-analyses on mindfulness-
based interventions.

Theme 2: Improved Concentration and Self-Awareness
A prominent theme was the enhancement of focus and
introspection through mindfulness, with sub-themes of
academic productivity and personal growth. Students
reported sharper attention during lectures and studies,
attributing it to reduced mental clutter. Aarti, a 23-year-old
science postgraduate, elaborated: "l used to zone out in
classes, thinking about everything else. Now, after mindful
breathing, | stay present my grades improved because |
actually absorb the material." This aligns with research
showing mindfulness boosts cognitive skills in educational
settings (Bakosh et al., 2016) . Self-awareness emerged as
a deeper layer, where participants gained insights into their
thought patterns. As Karan, a 21-year-old economics
student, reflected: "Mindfulness made me notice how
negative self-talk affects me. It's like looking in a mirror |
catch myself doubting and shift to kindness." Such
narratives reveal thick, introspective data, resonating with
qualitative  explorations of  mindfulness  fostering
metacognition (Dariotis et al., 2016) . This theme
illustrates how mindfulness bridges academic demands with
personal development, particularly in competitive Indian
universities.

Theme 3: Emotional Regulation and Resilience

Participants highlighted mindfulness's impact on managing
emotions and building endurance against setbacks. Sub-
themes included handling interpersonal conflicts and
recovering from failures. Neha, 19-year-old humanities
undergraduate, described: "When arguments with friends
escalate, | pause and observe my feelings without reacting
it's helped me avoid regrets and stay calm."” This supports
literature on mindfulness improving emotional control in
youth (Galla et al., 2020) [*3. Resilience was vividly
portrayed in stories of academic rebound, as Vikram, a 24-
year-old engineering student, shared: "After failing a
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semester, | was devastated. Mindfulness taught me to accept
it, learn, and move on now, setbacks feel like lessons, not
ends." These verbatim insights provide rich context,
aligning with studies on mindfulness enhancing resilience in
emerging adults (Ramasubramanian, 2017) 71, The theme
emphasizes mindfulness as a buffer, fostering emotional
stability amid cultural expectations of success in Indian
higher education.

Theme 4: Challenges in Practicing Mindfulness

Despite benefits, participants faced barriers, with sub-
themes of time constraints, cultural perceptions, and digital
distractions. Time emerged as a primary hurdle in busy
schedules. Sonia, a 22-year-old medical student, lamented:
"With back-to-back classes and projects, finding even 10
minutes feels impossible it's like mindfulness is a luxury |
can't afford.” This mirrors global findings on
implementation barriers in education (Emerson et al., 2020)
1101, Cultural perceptions added complexity, as some viewed
mindfulness as "Westernized™" or overly spiritual. Raj, a 20-
year-old science student, explained: "In my family,
meditation is for elders or religious folks; friends tease it's
‘hippie stuff," so | practice alone, feeling out of place.” Such
accounts highlight cultural tensions, consistent with Indian-
specific research (Jaiswal & Singh, 2022) 9. Digital
distractions were pervasive, with notifications disrupting
sessions. Meera, a 21-year-old literature student, noted: "My
phone buzzes constantly social media pulls me away mid-
meditation, making consistency hard." These challenges
underscore the need for contextual adaptations, as noted in
qualitative studies (Kaur & Singh, 2024; Chadi et al., 2022)
[22, 8]

These themes reveal mindfulness's multifaceted role in
Indian students' lives, balancing benefits with real-world
obstacles. The rich, participant-driven narratives contribute
to filling the gap in lived experiences, offering implications
for university wellness programs.

Discussion

The findings from this phenomenological study illuminate
the multifaceted role of mindfulness in Indian university
students’ lives, offering insights into their experiences amid
academic and emotional challenges. Four overarching
themes emerged, mindfulness as a stress-relief strategy,
improved concentration and self-awareness, emotional
regulation and resilience, and challenges in practice, each
situated within broader scholarly discourse.

Mindfulness as a stress-relief strategy aligns with prior
evidence confirming its effectiveness in mitigating academic
anxiety (Zenner et al., 2014) 7, Participants described brief
mindfulness practices as a “mental reset,” echoing Bakosh
et al. (2016) ! and extending Ramasubramanian’s (2017) 7]
mixed-methods findings on stress coping among Indian
youth. Importantly, the incorporation of traditional elements
such as pranayama highlights cultural adaptations, diverging
from Western-centric studies that often owverlook such
integrations (Chadi et al., 2022) [8],

Improved concentration and self-awareness reinforce the
cognitive benefits identified in earlier work, such as Dariotis
et al. (2016) °, who demonstrated enhanced focus and
emotional awareness through school-based programs. This
study extends such findings to Indian universities, where
participants linked self-awareness to academic productivity
and shifts from negative self-talk to self-compassion,
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consistent with Galla et al. (2020) 3. While quantitative
studies caution that cognitive gains may diminish without
sustained practice (Emerson et al., 2020) %, participants
reported enduring benefits, perhaps attributable to cultural
familiarity with meditative traditions.

The theme of emotional regulation and resilience confirms
mindfulness’s role in fostering psychological strength.
Participants’ reflections on “accepting setbacks as lessons”
resonate with Verma and Kumar’s (2024) 8 findings on
resilience and quality of life and Jaiswal and Singh’s (2022)
9 work on mindfulness and self-esteem. Yet, extending
Ramasubramanian (2017) 7], the study reveals resilience as
context-dependent, shaped by familial expectations that may
either support or constrain students’ coping strategies.
Challenges in practice highlight structural and cultural
barriers. Time constraints echo barriers noted in Emerson et
al. (2020) [ while cultural perceptions, viewing
mindfulness as either “elderly” or “Westernized”, extend
Kaur and Singh’s (2024) 2 insights into tensions between
traditional spirituality and modern adaptations. Digital
distractions, particularly from social media, contradict
assumptions in global studies that technology facilitates
mindfulness (Chadi et al., 2022) [, instead presenting it as a
significant obstacle in the Indian youth context.
Theoretically, the findings reinforce Social-Emotional
Learning frameworks where mindfulness enhances self-
awareness and relationship skills (Zenner et al., 2014) 147,
align with Positive Psychology perspectives linking
resilience to well-being (Pressman et al., 2019) B8 and
support Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy frameworks
emphasizing emotional regulation (Khoury et al., 2015) 241,
By integrating Indian cultural elements, the study
contributes a hybrid model that blends Eastern philosophies
with Western psychology, enhancing global applicability.
The results suggest several implications for Indian higher
education. Universities could implement culturally sensitive,
app-based mindfulness modules to address stress and
concentration (Bakosh et al., 2016) [, embed mindfulness
training within teacher education programs to mitigate
burnout and improve student support (Emerson et al., 2020)
(201 "and establish wellness centers offering offline practices
to counter digital distractions, consistent with CDC (2024)
recommendations for student mental health promotion.
However, limitations must be acknowledged. The sample
size of 50, while adequate for phenomenological depth
(Guest et al., 2006) 1261 constrains generalizability beyond
urban Indian universities. Cultural specificity may limit
transferability, as perceptions of mindfulness vary
regionally. Further, thematic analysis, despite reflexivity
safeguards, remains interpretive (Braun & Clarke, 2006) [,
and reliance on self-reports may overlook objective
outcomes. Future research should adopt larger mixed-
methods designs combining qualitative insights with
guantitative  measures  such as anxiety  scales
(Ramasubramanian, 2017) B conduct cross-cultural
comparisons across Asian contexts, pursue longitudinal
designs to examine sustained engagement (Emerson et al.,
2020) 001 and test targeted interventions such as digital
detox initiatives to address emerging barriers.

Conclusion

This phenomenological study reveals that mindfulness
practices serve as a vital stress-relief strategy, enhance
concentration and  self-awareness, foster emotional
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regulation and resilience, and face challenges like time
constraints and cultural perceptions among Indian university
students. These findings confirm and extend prior research,
highlighting the role of mindfulness in addressing mental
health challenges in higher education (Zenner et al., 2014;
Ramasubramanian, 2017) B7, By offering qualitative depth,
the study contributes to understanding culturally nuanced
experiences, filling a gap in Indian-specific literature (Kaur
& Singh, 2024) P4 To institutionalize mindfulness,

universities should

integrate brief, culturally sensitive

mindfulness modules into curricula, train educators in

mindfulness-based approaches,

and establish wellness

centers to support student well-being (Emerson et al., 2020)
[0, Sych initiatives can enhance academic performance and
mental health, fostering resilient learning environments in
Indian higher education.
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