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Abstract 

 

What effects does mindfulness have on university students’ academic performance? Our aim in 

this empirical study is to analyse the relationship between mindfulness and academic 

performance, and how it might be explained by the role of compassion and engagement. We 

hypothesise that mindfulness positively relates to academic performance, and that this 

relationship is mediated by compassion and engagement. The study sample comprises 210 

university students from management degrees, who on graduation are likely to have careers as 

managers or leaders in organisations. Structural equation modelling reveals that compassion 

partially mediates the relationship between mindfulness and engagement and, consequently, 

increases academic performance. 
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Introduction 

Academic performance is among the most important issues in academic research (Ruban & 

McCoach, 2005) at both theoretical and practical levels. It is therefore essential to continue 

investigating its antecedents or facilitating factors.  

 In this line, in the last few years researchers have suggested that mindfulness can play 

an important role in academic performance, and have introduced it into academic research and 

practice. Mindfulness is a state of consciousness in which the individual is focused on the 

present moment, and is open to novelty, attentive to distinctions, sensitive to context and aware 

of multiple perspectives (Langer, 1993). Many studies have demonstrated the positive 

relationship between mindfulness and academic performance (Lin & Mai, 2018; McCloskey 

2015). When explaining this relationship, authors argue that mindfulness reduces stress and 

anxiety (McCloskey, 2015) or increases attention and memory (Lin & Mai 2018; Sample, 

Thomas & Marco, 2017), which lead to increased academic performance. However, 

mindfulness might also have an impact on academic performance by enhancing specific skills, 

such as openness, attention or inquiry, which can improve a student’s ability to do well 

(Docksai, 2013).  

 Based on those skills, specifically attention, mindfulness has also been linked to other 

concepts like compassion (Lim, Condon & DeSteno, 2015; Shapiro, Carlson, Astin & 
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Freedman, 2006). According to Dutton, Workman and Hardin (2014: 277), ‘compassion is an 

interpersonal process involving the noticing, feeling, sensemaking, and acting that alleviates 

the suffering of another person’, a definition that has been adopted by other authors in this 

emerging body of research (Dutton, Worline, Frost & Lilius, 2014). Mindfulness has been 

linked to compassion (Lim et al., 2015; Shapiro et al., 2006) in that when someone is mindful, 

they are very attentive not only to other approaches or ideas but to other individuals (Shapiro 

et al., 2006). These authors argue that being mindful increases one’s attention not only to a 

wider range of approaches or views when studying any subject but also to other peoples’ 

suffering or problems. This raises the mindful individual’s level of empathy, and the likelihood 

that they will try to help them. We therefore ask whether being compassionate through 

mindfulness might increase academic performance.  

 Furthermore, given that one of the most important antecedents of academic performance 

is engagement (eg. Chambel & Curral, 2005), we ask whether it might also be positively related 

to mindfulness and compassion. Academic engagement is a positive and affective-cognitive 

state of psychological wellbeing that is characterised by vigour, dedication, and absorption 

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). In this sense, showing concern for others through acts of 

compassion has the capacity to improve one’s own psychological wellbeing (Mauno, 

Ruokolainen, Kinnunen & De Bloom, 2016). Additionally, and based on Fredrickson’s 

Broaden-and-Build theory (2004), positive emotions like compassion may allow for more 

creative cognitive processing, and consequently for better academic performance. This theory 

argues that positive emotions fuel physical and psychological wellbeing, so increasing 

employee engagement. In sum, mindfulness increases and improves our attention on things and 

on the others (Van den Hurk, Giommi, Gielen, Speckens & Barendregt, 2010), which makes us 

more compassionate, and then by broadening this positive emotion, we tend to be more engaged 

and finally to improve our academic performance. 
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 In line with the above arguments, we introduce two variables to explain the relationship 

between mindfulness and academic performance: compassion and engagement. Although both 

the mindfulness and academic performance literature have suggested that compassion and 

engagement, are important factors, to our knowledge these two variables have never been 

introduced to empirically test whether mindfulness is positively related to academic 

performance. It therefore seems reasonable to consider them in explaining this relationship. The 

aim of the present paper is to develop a better understanding of the causal effects of mindfulness 

on academic performance by introducing two mediating variables into an empirical study: 

compassion and engagement (Figure 1). In order to explore these relationships, we carried out 

a quantitative analysis of a sample of 210 final year university students from two Bachelor’s 

degrees, one in business administration and management and the other in labour relations and 

human resources. These students are likely to have careers as general managers or human 

resource managers, and as such will take important decisions on human capital within 

organisations. 

-------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------ 

Theoretical review 

Most literature understands that there are two main approaches to mindfulness: Eastern and 

Western (Weick & Putnam, 2006; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2006). In this paper, we will follow the 

Western approach (Langer, 1993; Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000) as it has been developed more 

extensively in the organisational and managerial literature (Weick & Putman, 2006). In the 

Eastern approach, mindfulness is equated with nonjudgmental observation, impartial 
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watchfulness, nonconceptual awareness, nonegoistic alertness and awareness of change (Weick 

& Sutcliffe, 2006) and it is usually considered that mindfulness is attained through meditation.  

 In contrast, the Western approach to mindfulness involves cognitive differentiation: the 

process of drawing novel distinctions, reconceptualising elements within their environment in 

a new way, creating new categories and seeking out multiple perspectives (Langer, 1993; 

Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000). Weick and Sutcliffe (2006) suggest that Western approaches to 

mindfulness concentrate on concepts and making distinctions, and on learning to switch modes 

of thinking rather than on meditation (Langer, 1993; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2006). 

 Mindfulness teaches students to question their own views and beliefs and think more 

critically (Burke & Hawkins, 2012). Furthermore, several papers (McCloskey, 2015; Lin & 

Mai, 2018) have demonstrated that mindfulness is positively related to academic performance. 

We therefore propose that: 

Hypothesis 1: Mindfulness is positively related to academic performance. 

 The study of compassion is not new: indeed scholars of religion, philosophy, sociology 

have been exploring this phenomenon for more than 2,000 years. However, only recently have 

researchers begun to investigate this concept in the field of management and academia. In fact, 

it was not considered worthy of study in organisations until 1999 when Peter Frost advocated 

the importance of compassion in the workplace. Interest has grown in this area since then, 

especially when Frost (2003) called for an academic response to the inevitable pain generated 

within organisations. The eastern approach of compassion, influenced by Buddhism, stresses 

the idea that in order to be compassionate we should be first aware of our craving and disturbed 

view of reality, feel a void (Walsh-Frank, 2008; Wong, 2006). Whereas, the western approach, 

that we follow in this research, mainly focuses on the external situation, on the other person’s 

suffering (Dutton et al., 2014). 
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 As a relational process, compassion may be related to wellbeing and engagement by 

improving feelings of closeness, connectedness, trust, and social support (Crocker & Canevello, 

2008). Various psychological theories have emphasised the importance of social connections, 

empathy and compassion for engagement, health and wellbeing (Maslow, 1943). In this way, 

compassionate behaviours connect people psychologically and improve the quality of 

relationships among peers (Frost, Dutton, Worline & Wilson, 2000; Powley, 2009), which 

improves people’s wellbeing.  

 Mindfulness may be positively correlated to academic engagement by helping students 

to see activities in new and interesting ways, and shifting their perspective on what they already 

know (Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000). That is, people become more interested, attentive and 

involved in their task, thus achieving greater participation and effort on their part in the 

activities they carry out (Shapiro et al., 2006). In sum, mindfulness can be positively related to 

engagement by encouraging attentiveness to activities and even seeing them in new ways. 

Mindfulness can also foster compassion, which connects people and makes them more engaged 

in their activities with others. These reflections lead to our second hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between mindfulness and engagement is partially 

mediated by compassion. 

One of the main variables associated with academic performance is engagement. The close 

link between engagement and academic performance has already been demonstrated in the 

literature (El Ansari & Stock, 2010; Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992). Dedicated and enthusiastic 

students are more likely to adopt mastery approaches and achieve higher grades (Howell, 2009). 

Some studies have found a significant positive relationship between engagement and academic 

performance (Demerouti & Bakker, 2006; Chambel and Curral, 2005). In light of the above, 

we propose that:  
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Hypothesis 3: Academic engagement is positively related to academic performance. 

 

Research methodology 

Participants and procedure 

 We formed a stratified sample of 210 final year students from two four-year Bachelor’s 

degree programmes, one in business administration and management and the other in labour 

relations and human resources. These students were chosen because they are likely to enter 

careers as general and human resource managers in the near future. The lecturer responsible for 

the class handed out questionnaires when the class ended and explained that the questionnaires 

were for a research, with no effects on students’ marks, and that they were free to leave if they 

did not want to participate, so participation was voluntary. Furthermore, this was explained in 

the questionnaire itself and also that the information obtained was confidential and only to be 

used for the research. In the questionnaire students had to agree and sign that they accepted the 

researchers to link the information provided with their academic performance. 

 Although the lecturers did not explain the concepts analysed immediately before the 

questionnaire was completed, all the students had attended classes in which their lecturers had 

explained the meaning and importance of mindfulness, compassion and engagement in the 

weeks prior to the study. The mean age of the sample was 23 years (SD =3.08; ranging from 20 

to 46 years) and of these participants 58.3% were female students. Their average grade was 

6.72 with a minimum of 5.69 and a maximum of 8.84. The standard deviation was 0.60.  

 

Measurement of the variables 
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In this section, we describe the scales used to measure each of the concepts analysed. 

 Mindfulness was measured by seven items adapted from Langer’s scale (Haigh, Moore 

& Kashdan, 2011), which is a conspicuous scale of the western approach on mindfulness. One 

example item is: I attend to the “big picture”. 

 Compassion was measured with the four-item compassion scale adapted by 

Petchsawang and Duchon (2009), which follows the Dutton et al.’s (2014) perspective, selected 

in this research. One example item is: “I am aware of my classmates’ needs”. 

 Engagement was measured by nine items from the scale of Engagement in academic 

contexts UWES-SS, devised by Schaufeli and Bakker (2003). One example item is: “When I 

get up in the morning I want to go to class or study”. 

 For the three scales, respondents answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). All scales met the criterion of internal consistency 

(alpha) 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). The coefficient alphas were 0.790, 0.807 and 0.908, 

respectively, indicating the degree to which a set of items measures a single unidimensional 

factor construct. 

 Academic performance was measured by the student’s final marks, which in the Spanish 

university system scores range from zero to ten. We obtained this data from the university 

records at the end of the academic year. Students’ names linked the questionnaires to the 

university database to import the marks that the students had actually achieved in their studies.  

 

Data analysis 
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First, we calculated descriptive analyses (means, standard deviations), intercorrelations and 

reliability analyses (Cronbach’s alpha) using SPSS. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient values were 

above 0.75, that is, above the minimum accepted value of 0.7 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). 

 Given our use of subjective evaluation measures, we conducted  Harman’s single-factor 

test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) to assess whether common method variance existed and to 

tackle potential social desirability bias in the responses. 

 In addition, we used structural equation modelling (SEM) methods, implemented by 

analysis of moment structures using AMOS software (Arbuckle, 1997), to test the research 

model using maximum likelihood estimation methods. 

 We also performed a bootstrap analysis (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) using the Monte 

Carlo estimation method. This method enabled us to determine more accurately, what the direct 

and indirect effect of a variable was for small samples, as well as the confidence intervals of 

the indirect effects (Shrout & Bolger, 2002).  

 

 

Results 

First, Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, factor correlations and Cronbach’s alphas of the 

study variables. The results of Harman’s single factor test showed a poor fit: (Chi square (df) = 

657.048 (90); p< 0.01; BBNFI = 0.429; TLI = 0.367; CFI = 0.457; RMSEA = 0.173). 

Consequently, and in accordance with this procedure, we do not consider common method 

variance to be a problem in our research. 
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 For the SEM analyses, maximum likelihood methods were used to test absolute and 

relative indices for goodness of fit (Marsh, Balla & Hau, 1996). The results of the analysis of 

the theoretical model confirm an adequate fit of the model with the data used (Chi Square = 

121.533; degrees of freedom = 83; p = 0.004; Comparative Fit Index (CFI): 0.963; Bentler-

Bonnet Normed Fit Index (NFI) = 0.894; Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.953; Root Mean Square 

Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.047). Values smaller than 0.08 for RMSEA and greater 

than 0.90 for the remaining indices (Hoyle, 1995) indicated an acceptable fit. 

 Moreover, the results from the bootstrapping analyses showed that compassion partially 

mediated the relationship between mindfulness and academic engagement, since the direct 

relationship between the latter two was significant (β = .318, p < 0.001). The estimated indirect 

effect of mindfulness on engagement was 0.096. The 95 percent bias corrected confidence 

intervals for the indirect effect were between 0.017 and 0.239, and the p-value was below 0.05 

for the two-tailed significance test. Hence, the standardised indirect effect of mindfulness on 

academic engagement was significantly different to zero at a level of 0.001; we can therefore 

reject the null hypothesis of no mediation effect. Consequently, we can conclude that, as 

expected, compassion mediates the relationship between mindfulness and academic 

engagement. 

 In order to test Hypothesis 1, we must evaluate the fit of the mediating effect model. All 

the estimated parameters are statistically significant, with t values comfortably above the 

minimum of 1.96. The results of the mediating model confirm an adequate fit (Chi Square/df = 

1.56; p = 0.002; NFI = 0.903; TLI = 0.951; CFI: 0.962; RMSEA = 0.052). A review of these 

measures leads us to conclude that the fit of this model is adequate.  

 Then, we estimated two structural models in order to examine whether compassion 

mediates in the relationship between mindfulness and engagement. The first is a direct effect 
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model, which tests the effect of independent variables on dependent variables. For this 

mediation to exist, the coefficient in the direct effects model – referring to the effect of 

mindfulness on engagement – must be significant in order to continue testing the mediator 

effect. A second model (partial mediation) examined the same relationship with compassion 

acting as a mediator.  

 Likewise, Tippins and Sohi (2003) indicate four conditions that must be satisfied in 

order to confirm mediation. First, the mediation model explains more variance in engagement 

than the direct effect model (0.13 compared to 0.10). Second, in the mediation effect model, 

there must be a significant relationship between mindfulness and compassion (β1 = 0.337; t = 

3.466, p < 0.001). Third, the significant relationship between mindfulness and engagement 

indicated in the direct effect model (β1 = 0.346; t = 3.912, p < 0.001) diminishes in the 

mediation model (β1 = 0.254; t = 2.847, p < 0.005). And fourth, there is a significant 

relationship between compassion and engagement (β1 = 0.189; t = 2.056, p < 0.05). Thus, the 

mediation model represents a significant improvement over the direct effects model. 

 To test whether the mediator effect of compassion is partial or total, the mediated model 

must be compared to the constrained model, in which the coefficient between mindfulness and 

engagement is equal to zero. This shows whether the mediated model achieves a significant 

improvement in fit over the constrained model. If compassion causes a total mediator effect, 

the coefficient of the relationship between mindfulness and engagement included in the 

constrained model will not improve the fit. In the opposite case, the mediation would be partial. 

 In the direct effects model, we confirmed that the coefficient of the effect of mindfulness 

on engagement is significant (β1 = 0.318, t = 3.670 p < 0.001). The fit indexes for the models 

are presented in Table 2. The x2 test of differences between the mediated model and the 

constrained model was statistically significant (p< 0.01). The relationship between mindfulness 
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and engagement in the mediated model significantly improves the fit of the constrained model, 

thus evidencing the partial mediation effect of compassion in the model, and confirming 

Hypothesis 2. Therefore, we can assume that mindfulness affects engagement both directly and 

indirectly (through compassion).  

 However, a non-significant relationship was found between mindfulness and academic 

performance (β1 = 0.069; t = 0.891, p = 0.373); hypothesis 1 is therefore not supported. 

 The results for the regression coefficients of the model indicate a positive relationship 

between engagement and academic performance (β1 = 0.204; t = 2.793, p = 0.005), confirming 

Hypothesis 3. Finally, the relationship between compassion and performance was not 

significant (β1 = 0.005; t = 0.62, p = 0.951); engagement is therefore not a mediator variable 

but it has a positive relationship with academic performance. That is, the greater the 

engagement, the better the performance will be (Figure 2).  

------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------- 

------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------- 
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Discussion 

Our goal in this study was to explore whether mindfulness relates to academic performance, 

and to examine the mechanisms that explain this relationship by introducing two concepts that 

have been suggested and tested in the mindfulness literature (compassion) and the academic 

performance literature (engagement). First, our findings show that mindfulness was not directly 

associated with performance, but that certain mechanisms could explain this relationship. In the 

present study, we assumed that instead of directly affecting students’ academic performance, 

mindfulness would have an indirect effect via students’ engagement. Furthermore, this 

relationship would be more robust when students act compassionately towards their peers. In 

other words, mindfulness facilitates students’ compassion and this will lead to increased levels 

of engagement and, consequently, of academic performance. 

Although some studies have shown a positive and significant relationship between 

mindfulness and academic performance (Lin & Mai, 2018; McCloskey, 2015), the present study 

revealed no significant direct relationship. The discrepancy of results may be because in those 

studies, students had previously attended a mindfulness training programme (e.g., mindfulness-

based stress reduction programmes, meditation practices), which may have caused the results 

to be significantly positive. In our case, the lecturers explained the concepts of mindfulness, 

compassion and engagement, but the effect of these theoretical classes was probably unlike that 

of other practical training programmes. Indeed, training programmes have demonstrated 

significant effects in enhancing participants’ general levels of mindfulness (Carlson & Brown, 

2005), which has implications for participants’ academic performance.  
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 Once the notable benefits of mindfulness are known, and given the empirical evidence 

that mindfulness can be increased via various interventions (Smith et al., 2008), it would be 

interesting to promote programmes that foster the level of mindfulness among university 

students. Indeed, many universities have initiated mindfulness practices as a way of decreasing 

exam anxiety, and improving students’ attention and the environment both inside and outside 

the classroom (Docksai, 2013). Furthermore, essential prosocial behaviours, such as 

compassion, should be promoted in universities. Encouraging certain habits and positive 

behaviours (i.e., mindfulness and compassion) during their time at university could improve the 

behaviour of these students in their future careers. It is important to stress that the students of 

business administration and labour relations and human resources are tomorrow’s company 

managers, people who will be dealing with problems and managing human capital and talent. 

Furthermore, research underlines the idea that mindfulness and compassion are essential for 

leadership effectiveness (eg. Reave, 2005; Wasylkiw, Holton, Azar & Cook, 2015).  It therefore 

seems essential for educators to train them in such matters, not only theoretically but also 

through practical programmes. In this way, students would learn and experience that being 

mindful and compassionate make individuals more engaged and enhance their academic 

performance.  

 The study has a number of limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the sample 

size was small and self-selected, and therefore the results may not be generalisable to university 

students as a whole, since our sample of students were from the final year of only two specific 

degree courses. An additional limitation is the cross-sectional nature of our study, which does 

not allow us to draw any conclusions about the direction of causality in the associations 

observed. Relationships among these variables should be followed up with longitudinal studies 

to investigate them more precisely. This would reveal the impact of one variable on another, 

which is important when considering mediation (MacKinnon, 2008). In fact, future longitudinal 
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research could explore the dynamic reciprocal nature of all the study variables. Another 

limitation of the research is the selection of scales to assess the variables:  they are very specific 

of the approaches followed in this research. Future research might try different perspectives and 

scales.  

 This article addresses unanswered questions about the effect of mindfulness on 

academic performance and the mechanism that can influence this relationship. Specifically, the 

study makes a key contribution, namely that academic performance can be improved by 

promoting students’ engagement. In this sense, mindfulness and compassion seem to be 

powerful enhancers of engagement, and as such they should be promoted in universities in order 

to prepare students to face the working world with all the tools that society demands of them. 

Thus, not only will we achieve a situation in which universities are places where values and 

engagement are constructed, but also a more humane society as a whole. 
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FIGURES 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Research 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Results of the Theoretical Model.  

 

Note: ** < 0.01; * < 0.05 
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TABLES 

Table 1. Factor correlations, means, standard deviations, and Cronbach’s Alphas 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Mindfulness 5.215 .804 (0.790)    

2. Compassion  5.466 .903 .275** (0.807)   

3. Engagement 4.724 1.012 .248** .260** (0.908)  

4.Academic performance 6.721 .604 .075 .011 .192** 1 

Note: ** < 0.01 (two-tailed); n= 210     

 

Table 2. Fit indices for the structural models 

Variables Chi square df p NFI TLI CFI RMSEA  

Direct effect model 42.881 32 0.095 0.094 0.984 0.991 0.045 

Mediated model 109.384 70 0.002 0.903 0.951 0.962 0.052  

Constrained model 117.845 71 0.000 0.896 0.942 0.955 0.056  

 

 




