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Theme 1: Lack of intimate, authentic and 
understanding social relationships
• Subtheme: Absence of close social circles and 

familiar culture

Methods

Theme 1: The need to focus on oneself and find “inner peace”
Participant: “I think everybody needs to find like, the time to really get themselves down, clear their mind and really try to listen to themselves, especially their body-mind, their, and their mind in general.”
Participant: “It (mindfulness practice) really helped me to focus on myself, withdraw all my attention, pay all my attention to myself, helped me reorganise my inner thoughts, to really help me know who I am and what 
I’m doing.”
Participant: “To some extent, Chinese students or like Asian students were somehow not that willing to discover their true self. It’s somehow maybe from the last generation… it’s not something nice to really think who 
you are or what kind of thing you want to do… “

Theme 2: Unfamiliarity of MBCT, and reluctancy towards help-seeking
Participant: “I think most students don’t know the main content of the courses and they’re not sure about the results of these classes.”
Participant: “I found that, like, therapy is a word that is a little bit too heavy, or it’s like, a little bit too serious… Because for me, when I do need therapy, it is when I feel ill, I have an illness, I’m injured, I’m hurt. “

Theme 3: Preference for an efficient, practical and collaborative learning approach
Participant: “…not only the Master’s students but also the PhD students we don’t have enough time to spend eight weeks to see if it can work.”
Participant: “I think it's better if we have lots of people sitting in a room, and some of our therapists, or some researchers, they can read that material, or some guiding language, guiding materials, they can help us to, to 
have us go through the whole process…”

Results for Interviews 
Theme 2: Adaptation process and belongingness
• Subtheme: Disconnection from the academic 

community and working towards integration
• Subtheme: Challenges of intercultural 

communication

• N = 15 participants in the interviews (1 participant did not attend the 
focus group)

• Chinese International Students (CIS) studying in UK universities.
• All students self-identified as having experienced loneliness in the UK.
• Ages 18-32 (M= 21)   /   9 females and 6 males.
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Aim
• Using a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach, we aim:

• To understand how Chinese International Students experience and 
understand loneliness in UK universities.

• To explore how MBCT can be culturally adapted to meet the needs of CIS

Results for Focus Groups

Theme 3: Withholding feelings and preference for self-
reliant, problem-focused coping
• Subtheme: Culture and language barriers in 

support services
• Subtheme: Avoidance or self-care?
• Subtheme: Acceptance, transition and reaching out

PHASE 1 PHASE 2 PHASE 3

• Semi-structure interviews with 
optional use of images/photos

• Exploring CIS experiences and 
understandings of loneliness

• Data were thematically analysed 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019)

• 2-hour MBCT 
workshop

• 3 Focus groups
• Exploring CIS’ opinions on how 

to culturally adapt MBCT for CIS
• Data were thematically analysed 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019)

Implications

"I never really experienced snow before I came 
to this country. That day... I was quite upset and 
then, then I saw the snow and I was so happy, 
and I come out to build a snowman. And then I 
realized, okay, there’s no one I can share this 
picture with... No one is really playing with 
me... Although this snowman is having two 
arms like this *raises arms out wide* like being 
happy, but I think, I was happy when I was 
building this snowman. But maybe deep inside, I 
wasn’t feeling that happy. Instead, I may be 
lonely at that time." - Participant 

“I had difficulty integrating with them 
[fellow students]. So, lots of times, I just go 
home alone and when I finish my work and 
go home alone, the elevator does not work, 
it just increases the loneliness. I think this 
picture carries something. It's like, how you 
say, the straw that breaks the camel's 
back.... At that moment when I saw this 
warning, for me, I looked a bit, how to say, 
and it's a shame to say that, but I want to 
cry at that moment.” - Participant

"I chose these pictures because Winnie the 
Pooh is... it's my more close friend to me 
and you can see in the pictures all those 
that I'm smiling but Winnie the Pooh is 
crying in the, in the pictures. In my mind, I 
think Winnie the Pooh is like me. In a day 
like many people saw, I'm always smiling, 
and I have no, I have no sad situations. But 
I'm pretending everything is okay and I'm 
not really care about other things." -
Participant 

For university support services, it might be helpful to:
• Proactively support CIS’s adaptation (e.g., managing expectations about staff-student relationships)
• Provide high-quality, accessible self-help material, ideally in Chinese
• Help CIS explore how to balance the needs of self and others
• Provide support programmes that emphasise developing skills and facilitating personal growth (e.g., MBCT)
• Consider changing the term “therapy” in the title, when offering MBCT (e.g., just “Mindfulness for Life”)
• Offer shorter versions of MBCT (Halladay et al., 2019; Chiodelli et al., 2020)
• Develop mindfulness teachers’ cultural competence so that the interventions can be more culturally sensitive and appropriate 

(having Chinese-speaking teachers would be especially helpful).
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