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Abstract

Research has shown that mindfulness-based interventions are effective in promoting
well-being of clinical populations. However, limited research has been conducted to examine
the effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions for teachers. Furthermore, existing
mindfulness-based interventions have mostly focused on the practical element of mindfulness
without giving proper attention to its rich existential context rooted in the Buddhist tradition.
This study sought to address this gap by developing and evaluating an existential mindfulness
program for teachers (EMPT). The EMPT consists of two components: (1) the practical
component, which involves various kinds of guided mindfulness meditation; and (2) the
existential component, which involves exploration of existential concerns at a personal level.
The program was specifically designed to improve teachers’ mindfulness and well-being and
reduce their ill-being. A mixed-methods research design was employed. For the quantitative
part, the research questions focused on examining whether EMPT increased mindfulness and
well-being and whether it reduced ill-being. For the qualitative part, the research questions
focused on examining the participants’ subjective experiences of the EMPT program, as well
as their suggestions to improve the program. The study comprised of two groups of
participants. The first group were 15 students who were studying various programs at the
university (U Group). The second group was composed of ten teachers recruited from a
Kindergarten (KG Group). Questionnaires that measure mindfulness, well-being, and ill-
being were administered one week prior to the implementation of the EMPT, and the same
questionnaires were administered again one week after the intervention. Paired #-tests were
used. For the qualitative part, focus group interviews were conducted at the final sessions of
each group. With the U Group, quantitative findings showed that EMPT was effective in
partially enhancing key dimensions of mindfulness and well-being and reducing ill-being. No

significant effects were found with the KG Group. Qualitative results indicated that for the U
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Group participants, their exposure to the practical component of EMPT enabled them to have
an increased awareness of the present moment, as well as increased capacity to refrain from
over-identifying with negative mental states. They also reported gaining existential insights
on how they relate to themselves, others, and to the transcendent. For the KG group, the
participants perceived the EMPT as useful for relaxing and destressing. They also viewed the
program as an important venue for emotional release and strengthening collegiality.
Suggestions focused on highlighting the personal relevance of the program and tailoring it to
the participants’ existential needs. Overall, the EMPT was more effective for the U Group
than the KG Group due to the differences in how the two groups were recruited and how the
participants viewed the program. This study has important theoretical and practical
implications. In terms of theory, this study presents the first attempt to integrate existential
concerns with typical mindfulness-based trainings for teachers. In terms of practice, this
study provides a cost-effective and theoretically informed approach to improving Hong Kong
teachers’ well-being and reducing their ill-being. Future research can focus on examining the
mechanisms behind the intervention’s efficacy; improving and refining the program content
and delivery; and following participants over a longer time period to test the program’s
sustainability.

Keywords: Existential Mindfulness Program for Teachers; existentialism,

mindfulness, teacher well-being



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS v

Acknowledgement

First and foremost, I would like to express my sincere gratitude towards my Principal
Supervisor, Dr. Susanna Yeung and my Associate Supervisor, Dr. Ronnel King. Without their
staunch support in every step towards the completion of this thesis, I could not have done what
I did.

My thankfulness goes to the following individuals and institutions:

Graduate School, Education University of Hong Kong; thanks to all the academic as
well as administrative staff members. Special thanks to Dr. Chan Anita, Prof. Fairbrother
Gregory, and Dr. Wong Ping Ho who have inspired me in so many ways.

PoPE Lab Research Team, thank you for the support of all the members, special thanks
to Jen, Joseph, and Norman.

The individuals who have joined the intervention program of my research. I wish each
of them well.

I am very blessed to have so many dear friends who always stand by me to share
laughter and tears together. The list is too long and can only name a few here: Angela, Dorothy,
Gary, Jamphel, Nikki, Ofelia, Susanna, and Yin Chun. Thankfulness extends to my two beloved
dogs, Bochi and Milky, who taught me a lot about love and trust.

Last but not least, my deepest gratitude towards my spiritual teacher Lama Chan and
his wife for their guidance, compassion and wisdom. Also, I am eternally grateful to my parents,
siblings as well as my partner Ernest, who have more confident in me than I have in myself.

Thank you for being my backbone and my torchlight.



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS v

Table of Contents

SLATEMENTL Of OFIINALILY ouueennnevoneneronneeiosarinsnnisssrssssissssisssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns i
ABSIFPACTcuuenneenneennennneiirvensneinsensneicssesssisssnsssesssessssssssessssssssessssesssassssesssssssassssassssessssssssssssassnses ii
ACKNOWICAZGEMEONL c..nanaaennnnennnnenninneinsnenissarissssrisssssisssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssss iv
TADIE Of CONLERLS.eneaevonnneronnenesvrinsnrssssarsssssssssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesssssessssssssnssssssssssssssss 14
LISt Of ADDF@VIALIONS «eu.ueneeeenneeeosneecsaresssurissssrsssssssssssossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss viii
LiST Of FiIGUFES auuuueeennnerosserosenerossrsiossssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsss ix
LIST Of TADIES «euneneeennnnavnnnnevisnerosnerosnriossssicsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssss X
Chapter 1: INIFOAUCTION c.....cneeeennnenonneenssnennssarrossasisssssisssssisssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss 1
Chapter 2: LIterAture REVIEW ........ecceeeeessuercssavrossanisssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss 5
The Meaning of Mindfulness ........cocceeeeveicsverinssnninssnncsssnncssssncsssnssssssesssssssssnesssssesssssosssssses 5
Secularization of mindfulness and the decontextualization from existential concerns. ....6
Contemporary adoption of mindfulness............ceceeriieiiiiiienieniieiee e 8
Mindfulness and Its INGredients ........ccccevveeevveressnrcssnncssnicssnressssnesssssesssssesssssssssssosssssssansecs 8
Mindfulness within the Buddhist tradition. ............cccceeriiiiiiniiiiiieee e 8
Mindfulness-based interventions for well-being. ...........cccceevieriiiinieniiienieiieeieeieeee 11
Existentialism, Mindfulness, and Well-being ...........ccceveeeevuricvcnricscnrinssnrcssercssnrcssnnncsnns 23
WRII-DRING. ..ottt ettt et e e st e et essbeeseesnaeenseesnneenseens 29
THIaD@ING. ..ttt ettt et e e et e s e et esab e e bt e e sbeebeeenaeenneeenbeenraens 31
Research Aims, Questions and Hypotheses .........ccuiievvuiicvvricisnninssnrcnssnncnsencssercssnnnesanns 32
The 1€SCAICH GAPS.....eiiuiieiieiie et ettt et eae e 32

The research Problem...........cooiiiiiiiiiiie e 34



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS vi

The reSearch QUESTIONS. .....ccueiiiiiiiieieiiee ettt s 34

The research hypotheses. .......cooiiiiiiiiiiriicieee e 35
CRAPLEY 32 MEENOAS...uuueeonnneeoinerninernssnernssarisssarisssssisssssisssssessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 36
ReSEaArch DESiGI ...ucicueiieivniiiisniinssnninssnninssnncssnicssnncssssisssssesssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssnssssanss 36
Research Participants and Procedures ...........iiiinveicisnicssnnicssnncssssncssnncssnsncssssncssnns 37
PaTtICIPANES. ....vieiiieiiecte ettt ettt ettt e bt e st e et esebeeteeenaeenbeeenneenreens 37
PrOCEAUIES. ..cuteeiieitete ettt sttt ettt et bt e e et e b eae s 38
INEEIVENTION couucenneeiniiineiiiniieniiectenitecnenseecsessneessessssesssessssesssassssesssassssessssssssssssasssessanss 41
INSTIUIMEIES.cuuiiiiieiiiiiininininsnenstensnensnecssesssasessnssseessnssssssssnssssesssssssassssasssssssssssssssssasssessanse 45
QUANTILALIVE INECASUIES. ....cuvveeeiieeeireeerreeeteeeereeesreeessseeessseeessseesssseeassseessesessesesssesesseeans 45
Qualitative data COIECHION. ........cocuiiiiiiiiciie e e eearee e 48
DAata ANALYSIS cuveierveicrsnncnsnicssnnicsssnissssnessssnessssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssnssssssss 50
CRAPLOY 42 ROSUILS uunnneeeennerninnvrninnnnsannssssnisssasisssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssnsssses 53
QUANTLILALIVE FESULLS....uueeeeeeeeeieeeeerrrsssneeeeeecesssssssnnsaseeccesssssnsasssssesssssssssasssssssssssssssnnanssssasssss 53
Pre and post intervention results for the U Group ..........cocceeevieviienieniieenienieeieeieeene 53

Pre and post intervention results for the KG Group ........ccceeeeveiieniiniiienieniieieeieeee 60
QUALIEATIVE FESUILS .cceerrrcneeeerreceecrsrsssnnereeeeecssssssnnssssseccssssssonsasssssesssssssssasssssssssssssssnnasssssesssss 62
Themes from the U GrOUP. ......ceeviiiiieiieiiee et 62
Themes from the KG Group. ......cccueeiieiiiiiiiiiecieee ettt 75
CRAPLEY 52 DISCUSSION uveueeveresuvrossrsrosssisssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssses 83
Discussion of findings of the current study.........cccecveeevvueicsvricssnicssnnesssnncssnrcssercssssscsenns 83
Findings of the quantitative StUAY .........cccceeriiiiiiiieiiieee e 83

Findings of the qualitative StUAY. .........coceeiiiriiiriiiiiiee e &5



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS vii

Implications of current StUAY .....ocevveeeseniseecsenssennsenssnecsensssecssensssesssessssesssnssssssssassssessanes 96
Practical implications of current Study...........ccoceereriirieiiiiienieeeee e 96
Theoretical implications of current StUAY .........cocceeeviieriieriierie e 101

Limitations of Current StUAY .......coeeeeeniecnenseensensensnnsseesessncssnessessacssnessesssessnsssessassssssns 103
Limitations related to the INterVeNtioN. .......ccceeveriererienieieeiesecee e 103
Limitations related to the methodology. ........cccoevieriiiiiiniiiiee e, 106

L 011) 1 TU 111 11 1 OO OO 109

RESOICHCES auunneeeeonneencnnrissnerissneresineicssssiossssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssnsssses 111
Appendix A: FEMQ QIRVERIOTY...ucuuneeenueineenrensrecsseisssesssessssesssnsssssssssssssessssssssssssassssssssasssssss 126
APPENAIX B: MHUC-SF ...auuunuaeneennrenneisnennenssecssnisssesssessssessssssssessssssssessssssssssssassssssssassssssss 129
APPENAIX C: MBI ...uucnneonnnannnnennnennrenneisnensseessecssnssssesssessssessssssssesssasssssssssssssssssassssssssasssssss 130
APPendix D: PANAS-SE. ....uuoueeneensueinnensnensricsnisssesssnssssessssssssessssssssesssssssssssssssssesssssssssss 132
APPENAIX E: PHQ4 u.uuueenuevnvenrnencreensueisnenssensssecssnisssessssssssessssssssssssasssssssssssssssssassssssssssssasss 133
Appendix F: Invitation letter for EMPT ..........ouueevueevuensuenssuensnecsssecssessssesssnssssesssssssssns 134
Appendix G: Informed CONSENTE FOTM.......uunneeneenneennneninnenneisninssenssecssessssesssnssssesssssssssns 136

Appendix H: Guiding questions for focus group iRterview .........eeeeeesersseesseecsssecssesssacns 138



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS

List of Abbreviations
ACT — Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
CARE — Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education
DBT — Dialectical Behavior Therapy
DP — depersonalization
EE — emotional exhaustion
EMPT — Existential Mindfulness Program for Teachers
ET — Existential Therapy
FFMQ — Five Facets of Mindfulness Questionnaire
KG Group — teachers from the Kindergarten Group
MBCT — Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy
MBET — Mindfulness-based Existential Therapy
MBI — Maslach Burnout Inventory
MBI — mindfulness-based interventions
MBSR — Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction
MBWE — Mindfulness-based Wellness and Education
MHC-SF — Mental Health Continuum-Short Form
MM — mindfulness meditations
PA — personal accomplishment
PANAS-SF — Positive and Negative Affect Schedule — Short Form
PHQ-4 — Ultra-brief Screening Scale for Anxiety and Depression
RCT — randomized controlled trials
SMART — Stress Management and Relaxation Techniques
U Group — teachers from the University Group

XXT - Existential Experimental Psychology

viii



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS

List of Figures

Figure 1 Heuristic Framework of the Current Study
Figure 2 Timeline of EMPT Implementation

Figure 3 Method of Data Collection

X

37

40

50



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS

Table 1

Table 2

Table 3

Table 4

Table 5

Table 6

Table 7

Table 8

Table 9

List of Tables

EMPT Protocol

Pre And Post-Intervention Pairwise Correlation
U Group FFMQ Paired #-tests

U Group MHC-SF Paired #-tests

U Group PANAS-SF Paired #-tests

U Group MBI Paired t-tests

U Group PHQ-4 Paired #-tests

KG FFMQ Paired ¢-tests

KG Group Well-being and Ill-being Paired #-tests

41

54

55

56

57

58

58

59

60



Running head: EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS 1

Chapter 1: Introduction

Teaching is known to be a stressful profession (Beers, Jennings, Roeser & Skinner,
2012; Cangas, Franco, Manas & Moreno, 2010). This is especially true in Hong Kong, which
has gone through waves of educational reform in the past two decades leading to higher
levels of stress and increased burnout (Cheng, 2015; Wong, Tang & Cheng, 2014).
Consequently, Hong Kong teachers are constantly facing abrupt changes within their
professional niche that may lead them to question their professional identities, as well as the
meaning of being a teacher in relation to their personal aspirations. Furthermore, at times, the
conflicting professional roles and expectations from the society may undermine Hong Kong
teachers’ sense of volition. Obviously, these kinds of deeper level, psychological challenges —
in contrast to more pragmatic challenges such as lack of resources, less than optimal teacher-
student relationships — have more impact on teachers’ well-being. Hence, it is not surprising
that studies have repeatedly shown that teachers in general, and Hong Kong teachers in
particular, are leaving the profession due to psychological stress and burnout (Klassen &
Chiu, 2010; Larson, Cook, Fiat & Lyon, 2018; Titheradge, Hayes, Longdon, Allen, Price,
Hansford, Nye, Ukoumunne, Byford, Norwich, Fletcher, Logan & Ford, 2019).

These key challenges, if left unaddressed, could negatively impact Hong Kong
teachers’ psychological well-being. However, to date, investigations on psychological well-
being interventions for local teachers are relatively scarce. An updated systematic review and
meta-analysis have examined research of distinct types of psychological interventions for
improving wellbeing (Agteren, lasiello, Lo, Bartholomaeus, Kopsaftis, Carey & Kyrios,
2021); accordingly, mindfulness-based interventions have shown the greatest efficacy in both
clinical and non-clinical population. In this sense, mindfulness-based interventions could be a

solution to support teachers’ wellbeing. Moreover, the psychological challenges ignited by
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job-related stress of the Hong Kong teaching profession is viewed as closely related to
existential concerns, which give rise to existential anxiety at an individual level (Koole,
Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 2016). Hence, the current research study advocates that, in order
to foster Hong Kong teachers’ well-being, it is essential to support local teachers to build up
psychological resources to confront the existential threats raked up by professional challenges
in their daily existence as teachers. In this regard, the current study focuses on the
development and evaluation of an existential mindfulness-based intervention for fostering of
Hong Kong teachers’ well-being. The reason being that mindfulness has its roots in the
Buddhist tradition, which makes use of various mindfulness techniques with the intention to
address and alleviate existential sufferings (Bodhi, 2011). That is, mindfulness was originally
intended for addressing existential concerns and most importantly, mindfulness has been
shown to have the potential to positively change individuals’ subjective experiences of their
own existence (Dahl & Davidson, 2019; Wheeler, Arnkoff & Glass, 2017). To this end,
carefully designed mindfulness-based interventions might address the existential component.
Studies have shown that mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) are beneficial in
fostering a wide range of well-being outcomes (Keng, Smoski & Robins, 2011; Roeser, et al.,
2013; Tarrasch, Ricardo, Berger, Rony, Grossman & Daniel, 2020). However, majority of the
research about effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions pertains to clinical
populations. Research studies that focus on the development and evaluation of mindfulness-
based interventions for teachers are limited. Given that the professional challenges faced by
teachers are specific to its own occupational conditions and, furthermore, that being able to
reflect and to understand how teachers relate to their own occupational stress is an important
part of professional development; a mindfulness-based intervention particularly designed for

enhancing teachers’ wellbeing is warranted. In this sense, both the poverty in empirical
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studies of mindfulness-based interventions for teachers’ wellbeing as well as the pressing
need to intervene with teachers’ stress are being addressed by the current research study.

The current study reports on the development and evaluation of the Existential
Mindfulness Program for Teachers (EMPT), which was designed to address the
aforementioned limitations. The EMPT is original in terms of integrating the practices of
mindfulness with existential exploration. The rationale is that the secular usages of
mindfulness have been void of the rich existential contemplation aspect of mindfulness
within the Buddhist tradition. Moreover, mindfulness within the Buddhist tradition is
designed to alleviate existential sufferings rather than to foster well-being. In other words, the
enhancement of well-being is a by-product of the development of existential insights. With
the increasing secularization of mindfulness without careful consideration of the development
of existential insights behind the mindfulness practices, these mindfulness-based
interventions may not be able to fully harness the potential of mindfulness to enhance growth
and well-being. Hence, the current research emphasized the integration of the existential
component into the program.

This study used a mixed-methods research design to answer the following research
questions:

1. Did the EMPT program increase teachers’ mindfulness?

2. Did the EMPT program improve teachers’ well-being and reduce their ill-being?

3. What were the participants’ subjective experiences with the EMPT program?

(qualitative)

4. What improvements can be made to the EMPT program in order to better support

the needs of individuals in the teaching profession? (qualitative)

This thesis consists of five main chapters. The first chapter is a literature review of

research on mindfulness and well-being. The chapter also provides a thorough review of
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traditional as well as the secular mindfulness and how they differ in terms of definitions and
usages. Finally, the chapter spells out the theoretical basis for the development of the EMPT
intervention and the significance of the current research study. The second chapter is on
methodology. This includes research aims, hypotheses, questions, and the design and
implementation of the study. Results are explicated in the third chapter, which provides
details of both quantitative and qualitative findings. The fourth chapter is the discussion
section which frames the findings within the larger research context. This chapter concludes
with stating the limitations, suggesting directions for future research, and reiterating the

theoretical and practical implications of the study.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter includes a literature review in relation to mindfulness as explained in the
Buddhist tradition as well as in relation to mindfulness-based interventions in modern secular
usages. In particular, the effect of mindfulness-based interventions on teachers’ well-being has
been reviewed. In addition, the chapter includes review on existentialism; specifically, on
studies that relate existential exploration with mindfulness and well-being. The literature
review concludes with the unique contributions of the current research study.

The Meaning of Mindfulness

“Mindfulness” is the English translation for the world sati in Pali (Rhys Davids,
1881). The exact meaning of sa#i within the Buddhist context has not been clearly defined,
for two reasons: firstly, due to the pluralistic traditions of Buddhism itself and secondly, due
to the fact that Buddhist scriptures are meant to be used as tools to alleviate existential
sufferings rather than for knowledge accumulation. Regarding the first reason, the pluralistic
nature of Buddhism traditions created variations in understanding and practices of Buddha’s
teaching and thereby, giving sati slightly different connotations depending on which aspect of
Buddhist philosophy is being tapped into (Dreyfus, 2011). Regarding the second reason,
since Buddhist scriptures are recorded for the purpose of pointing out ways to alleviate
sufferings, the term sati is always mentioned in an operational manner; that is, within the
specific instructions provided for achieving a certain level of consciousness experience
(Bodhi, 2011). Therefore, depending on the Buddhist tradition as well as depending on the
usage of sati within specific context of spiritual guidance, the term sati can carry multiple
operational meanings. Nevertheless, in Buddhism, the “right mindfulness” is agreed to be
involved with contemplations on the four domains of the body, feelings, states of mind, and

experiential phenomena, with the sole purpose of alleviating existential sufferings via
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realization of the nature of mind (Bodhi, 2011). The current research adopts the four domains
of “right mindfulness” contemplation as the backbone of the design of our mindfulness
intervention for teachers’ well-being. In this way, the mindfulness intervention of the current
study is in accord with how “mindfulness” is being applied in its tradition.

Initially, the English term “mindfulness” has been introduced to the West when Rhys
Davids (1881) first translated a Buddhist text named Mahaparinibbana Sutta from Pali to
English. However, the English translation of sati carries many connotations, which left the
meaning of this term ambiguous and loosely defined (Bodhi, 2011; Chiesa, 2013; Gethin,
2011). Furthermore, as the secular usage of mindfulness became increasingly prominent in
the West over the past two decades, the definitions of this concept also began to evolve
according to its various contemporary applications; yet the changing definitions of
mindfulness, as it is being applied to secular therapeutic usages, signify the
decontextualization of this concept from its root as well as the adaptation processes of taking
on new functions. In the following two sub-sections, the evolving meaning of mindfulness is
further explicated along two aspects: namely, first, the decontextualization of mindfulness
practices from the existential insight development, and second, the contemporary usage of
mindfulness.

Secularization of mindfulness and the decontextualization from existential
concerns. Jon Kabat-Zinn was the first person who systematically secularized the usage of
mindfulness to become the famous Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
intervention (2009). Accordingly, such application of mindfulness was to use the techniques
derived from Buddhism, and yet, was not part of Buddhism. Nonetheless, Kabat-Zinn pointed
out that it is not a coincidence that mindfulness has its root from Buddhism, as Buddhism
originates from a concern over alleviating suffering via dispelling illusions. He defines

mindfulness as “awareness that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the present
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moment and non-judgmentally” (1994, p.4). To him, non-judgmental refers to the open
acceptance to all external and internal experiences happening moment-to-moment. This open
acceptance is possible via mindfulness practices because of the understanding of two
fundamental principles about human existence: firstly, “life is temporary and constantly
changing” (1994, p.6), and secondly, “mental afflictions are caused by the grasping of
thoughts/feelings that are judged by an individual to be good and the resentment towards
thoughts/feelings that are judged by him/her as bad” (1994, p. 33). Mindfulness is, thus, used
to help individuals to distance away from the compulsion to grasp and to resent; eventually,
to let go of the clinging towards our judgmental attitude. From the manner Kabat-Zinn
defines secular mindfulness and its applications, it is obvious that, although used for mental
stress and chronic pain reduction, the secular mindfulness he proposed is taking effect within
the context of existential insight exploration. Following the successful design and delivery of
MBSR, there came the increasing development of all kinds of mindfulness-based
interventions (MBIs). Majority of these studied MBIs have not explicitly take into account of
the dimension of existential root of mental afflictions. Such negligence, if not being carefully
considered could negatively impact on the effectiveness of mindfulness interventions in the
process of decontextualization of mindfulness.

The current research argues that such negligence runs the risk of limiting and
undermining the positive impact of mindfulness on secular usages. As of to date, different
MBIs have been using different operational definitions of mindfulness (Chiesa &
Malinowski, 2011). As mentioned above, the current study adheres to the four domains of
“right mindfulness” in the Buddhist tradition in the intervention design, and thus,
operationally adhere to the use of sati. Moreover, the study adopts Kabat-Zinn’s definition of
mindfulness as staying fully aware of the present, moment-by-moment, in a non-judgmental

manner.
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Contemporary adoption of mindfulness. In the past two decades, mindfulness
meditative techniques have been widely adopted from the Eastern philosophical Buddhist
tradition to the modern societies for various secular interventional usages, including
emotional disorders, chronic pain disorder, stress reduction, and well-being enhancement
(Chiesa & Malinoski, 2011; Wilson, 2014). Although research has generally found positive
effects of mindfulness treatment or intervention on these usages, the fact that there are so
many different treatments and interventions that are being termed under the umbrella of
mindfulness posts challenges to the operationalization and measurement of the effects of
these so-called mindfulness treatments (Eberth & Sedlmeier, 2012; Hanley, A. et al., 2016).
To further complicate matters, the widespread usage of mindfulness techniques out of the
context of its original root has left many Buddhist scholars as well as researchers questioning
whether these techniques are being used in oversimplified manner and whether the essence of
mindfulness has remained intact in these treatments to the modern societies (Dryden & Still,
2006; Sun, 2014). As of to date, the dialogue is still ongoing, and no conclusive remarks
could be made on how mindfulness should be defined and what active ingredients should
secular mindfulness treatments contain in order to retain the unique effectiveness of these
Eastern Buddhist originated meditative techniques. Hence, for the purpose of studying
mindfulness and its positive effects on Hong Kong teachers’ well-being, it is necessary to
first explore the essential features of mindfulness in the current literature review.
Mindfulness and Its Ingredients

The following three sections review the circumstances surrounding the original usage
of mindfulness within its Eastern tradition of Buddhism as well as the contemporary adoption
of mindfulness for secular usages in the West.

Mindfulness within the Buddhist tradition. As mentioned above, when one tries to

look for the meaning of sati in various Buddhist texts, one only finds detailed descriptions
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about the operational usages and functions of sati for the purpose of transforming existential
suffering to become transcendent bliss and understanding. Elaborate descriptions about the
definitions of sati are unavailable (Bodhi, 2011). In other words, within the Buddhist
traditions, sati or mindfulness is not independently employed from all other forms of
practices that lead to the simultaneous cessation of existential sufferings and the attainment of
transcendent bliss. For this reason, it is crucial to understand how sati is practiced within the
rich system of Buddhist philosophy in order to comprehend what sati / “mindfulness” means
and how sati / “mindfulness” works. This understanding is especially important when
“mindfulness” is being borrowed from its Buddhist tradition and increasingly being applied
to different kinds of secular usages in contemporary societies. This raises the question of
whether these secular applications are apt in keeping the gist of the mindfulness techniques
intact and whether these applications are effectively utilizing the unique benefits of being
mindful. Hence, the succeeding paragraphs present a review of the functions of sati /
“mindfulness” within the Buddhist tradition; after this, a review on the secular usages of
“mindfulness,” their impacts and the research limitations are also presented.

As explained, within the Buddhist traditions, sati is used for various kinds of spiritual
practices that lead to the understanding of different aspects of our existence (Bodhi, 2011). To
illustrate, sati can be roughly divided into five types and in each type of practice,
practitioners apply mindfulness to achieve different spiritual goals, including staying
sustained attention, open awareness, staying fully presence moment-by-moment, and
meditations for insight development (Gordon, Shonin, Griffiths & Singh, 2014). Depending
on the existential goal at the time of the practice, being in sati for a Buddhist practitioner can
mean getting involved in any or all of the five types of practices. For this reason, Gordon et
al. (2014) put forth the argument that there is only one sati because all the different ways of

doing sati aim towards a common goal: namely, the simultaneous cessation of existential
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sufferings and the attainment of transcendent bliss. In the context of the current study, the
“correct mindfulness” also involves practicing towards the goal of insight development. It is
essential to point out that insight development in the current context does not refer to
Buddhist philosophy; instead, it refers to the development of self-understanding via
addressing personal existential dilemma.

For the purpose of the current research, it is necessary to underscore some specific
characteristics of sati that can be termed as active ingredients of mindfulness. First and
foremost, sati is not being defined and understood as a concept with specific definitions in
the Buddhist traditions (Purser & Milillo, 2015). Rather, sati is understood as methods in
connection with the acquisition and the practice of various Buddhist philosophical principles,
including impermanent, interdependent origination, non-duality, and so forth. For this reason,
within the Buddhist traditions, the meaning of sati can only be explained as the resulting
process of interlinking meditative techniques with specific philosophical view towards
existence. Based on this notion of interlinking techniques and existential insights, sati can be
understood as consisting of two working components: namely, the practical component and
the existential component. The practical component includes all kinds of meditative methods
that bring the practitioners’ mind to stay at the presence with clarity, serenity, openness,
aliveness, and so forth. The existential component involves applying the meditative methods
to explore and to address practitioners’ sense of existence. The combination of the two
components of sati results in the transformation of practitioners’ authentic existential
experience accompanied with development of deeper understanding of selves, others, and the
world. Ultimately, sati within the Buddhist tradition is fully functioning when the practices
involve both the practical as well as the existential component (Gethin, 2011). For this
reason, when some practical components of sati are being extracted and adopted for different

secular usages to achieve all kinds of goals, this raises the question of what measures have
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been taken by these mindfulness-based programs to ensure that the essence of sati remains
intact in order to actualize its effectiveness. As explained by Monteiro, Musten, and Compson
(2015), the scientific concern regarding mindfulness-based programs is not so much about
their authenticity as branching from Buddhist traditions; rather, the concern lies in whether
these mindfulness-based programs are developed in a manner that is consistent with the
active ingredients of mindfulness, such that its unique benefits could be capitalized. With this
in mind, the review proceeds with research studies that involve mindfulness-based
intervention programs.

Mindfulness-based interventions for well-being. The following three sub-sections
review how mindfulness has been adopted to secular usages. Specifically, the sub-sections
focus on mindfulness-based interventions in the clinical domain and mindfulness-based
interventions in the domain of teaching profession. Furthermore, the third sub-section
provides a review on how relevant researched mindfulness-based interventions had been
evaluated.

Mindfulness-based interventions for clinical populations. As mentioned above, the
first migration of mindfulness from its Buddhist traditions to secular usage was introduced by
a medical professor at University of Massachusetts, Jon Kabat-Zinn, who developed a
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program to help alleviate chronic pain and
stress-related diseases in 1990. Kabat-Zinn had been exposed to different Buddhist
environments and had attended courses by Western teachers, Zen master and Tibetan
Buddhist teachers (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). From these experiences, he attempted to isolate
mindfulness techniques and to apply them to alleviate pain resulting from ill-being in modern
societies. It is noteworthy to point out that although the MBSR appears to be in absence of
any Buddhist doctrine, MBSR nonetheless contains much more than how to make use of

mindfulness techniques to reduce stress and alleviate pain. In fact, in his book, Kabat-Zinn
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(1990) wrote about the development of MBSR. He described various existential insights,
including existence itself as impermanent as well as the inter-connectedness of humanity and
life on earth as oneness. The introduction of these existential views brings awareness to the
way we live, which in turn supplements the mindfulness-based practices in MBSR. In this
sense, although the religious aspects of sati had been removed, some philosophical/existential
aspects of Buddhism are still active in the MBSR. This is reflected by the four core
components of the intervention: body-scan exercises, mental exercises focusing one’s
attention on the breath, physical exercises with focus on being aware of bodily sensations,
and practicing being fully aware during everyday activities, as these MBSR core practices are
congruent with the four domains of contemplation in sati: contemplating of the body,
feelings, states of mind, and experiential phenomena (Bodhi 2011; Sun 2014). In this respect,
the MBSR contains both the practical component and the existential component of
mindfulness. Arguably, both components are complementing each other to produce the
desirable outcome of stress and pain reduction in the MBSR.

A recent systematic review and meta-analysis examined 101 randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) studies with a total of 8,135 participants from USA, Europe, Asia, and Australia
on the positive impact of MBSR (de Vibe, Bjorndal, Fattah, Dyrdal, Halland & Tanner-Smith,
2017). According to this study, which is by far, the largest review on MBSR, 72 studies
compared MBSR to an inactive control group and 37 of these studies compared MBSR to an
active control intervention. Specifically, the main finding showed that with studies that
compared MBSR to an active control intervention, small but significant effects on overall
mental health were found. The positive effect was robust across target groups, intervention
lengths, length of follow up, compliance, and gender. Moreover, the positive effect is even
larger in studies that compared MBSR with inactive control groups. Indeed, research has

consistently shown that mindfulness in secular usage, at least in MBSR, has real impact on



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS 13

enhancing well-being. This positive effect on well-being still exists even when compared
with other non-mindful interventions. Evidently, mindfulness, when integrated properly, can
uniquely contribute to mental well-being. The next level of research should then address
concerns such as the specific roles that mindfulness plays in the designated intervention and
the possible mechanisms that lead to its positive impact on mental well-being. The former
concern is derived from the fact that the application of mindfulness for secular usages in
mental health is relatively new compared to its usage in the Buddhist tradition. Hence, the
appropriateness of its adaptations in secular usages warrants attention (Sun, 2014). That is,
research could better inform the professional communities as well as the general public on
various guiding principles of what an effective MBI should be based upon. The latter concern
is of relevance because mindfulness originally takes effect in the Buddhist way of life,
particularly in the process of transforming existential sufferings to bliss. Therefore,
improving mental well-being is not the ultimate goal of mindfulness practices; rather, mental
well-being is a by-product within the larger context of existential transformation. For this
reason, it is essential to further study “how” MBIs promote well-being so that the conditions
that resulted in positive effects could be replicated and even amplified.

Due to its encouraging positive effects on well-being, the MBSR became the pioneer
of many-to-come MBIs in the next two decades, particularly pertaining to clinical usages.
Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), and
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) are some of the major MBIs developed and their
effects are being investigated under the scrutiny of research. These new forms of MBIs are
not direct descendants from the Buddhist’s philosophical stance; in fact, each of these MBIs
is developed based on its own philosophical/theoretical framework and only made use of
some components of mindfulness in integration with the original therapeutic backbone

(Chiesa & Malinowski, 2011). Evidently, each MBI has its own philosophical belief system
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that drives its intervention and that set up the stage for the migration of mindfulness to the
specific secular usage. Arguably, such migration is not a problem as long as these migrations
are conducted with caution to keep the active ingredients of sati / mindfulness intact. For
instance, in the development of any specific MBI, has there been careful and explicit
considerations of what constitute the practical component and what constitute the existential
component of mindfulness in the entire intervention? In other words, since sati integrates
practices with existential contemplation, how is the case with the secular application of it? In
the contemplative component of sati, the nature of mind, self, and the rest of world are being
examined; while in the practical component of sati, the same content are re-experienced with
guided mindfulness techniques.

In contrast, majority of the MBIs do not include any explicit existential component,
let alone existential explorations that relate to the ways the clients conduct their lives. With
respect to the practical aspect, some of these interventions — DBT and ACT - do not even
contain any meditative practices, and even if there exist meditative practices, some core
elements of meditative practices such as awareness training are in minimal or absent (Chiesa
& Malinowski, 2011). This finding is not at all surprising, since majority of the clinically
oriented MBIs are not concerned about the existential nature of sufferings and that their main
aim is to relieve the psychological symptoms of their patients. This approach may lead to
fragmentation and possible loss of the active ingredients of sati / mindfulness (Monteiro,
Musten & Compson, 2015). To sum up, when the migrations of mindfulness into secular
usages are not carried out with careful considerations of the existential richness of its root;
but rather, merely employed as tools, or even reduced merely to a few tools in the entire
toolbox, then, the secular applications would run the risk of limiting the effect of mindfulness

on well-being.
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Because of the reason that mindfulness presumably does not improve well-being
directly but rather via the development of some sort of existential insights, the migration of
mindfulness into secular application must consider ways to preserve the backbone of such
context in order to truly capitalize the benefits of this ancient Eastern tradition. As of to date,
the existing arguments for or against MBIs as well as the research studies conducted in
studying the effects of MBIs on well-being have not raised the crucial intricate nature of the
practical and the existential component of mindfulness. This is the first research gap that the
current study identified and attempted to address.

Aside from the need to identify the active ingredients of mindfulness necessary for
developing successful MBls, it is also important to study the mechanisms via which
mindfulness meditations (MM) as well as MBIs enhance mental well-being. Research with
such focus would shed light upon matters such as maximizing participants’ well-being
through enhancing active components of MBIs, teasing apart the specific effects from the
more general effects of an intervention, and further exploring the not yet discovered human
potential towards well-being. A systematic review and meta-analysis on mediation studies
that examined how MBSR and MBCT work to improve well-being (Gu, Strauss, Bond &
Cavanagh, 2015) has found several psychological mechanisms which act as mediators
between MBSR/MBCT and the resulting measures of well-being; these include mindfulness,
cognitive and emotional reactivity, and repetitive negative thinking. Accordingly, mindfulness
promoted by MBSR and MBCT could have a positive impact on well-being via increasing
participants’ abilities to deal with psychological processes such as cognitive and emotional
reactivity as well as repetitive negative thinking (rumination and worries). However, the
mediation studies reviewed cannot provide answers as to how the participants dealt with
cognitive and emotional reactivity as well as repetitive negative thinking differently with the

help of the MBIs. This question was addressed by another research study which tested a
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model of mindfulness mechanism in increasing well-being (Cebolla et al, 2018). Specially,
the study tested the model proposed by Holzel et al. (2011) on the impact of mindfulness
mechanisms on meditators versus non-meditators. According to Holzel et al., there are five
mechanisms via which mindfulness promote mental well-being; they are attentional control,
body awareness, emotion regulation, non-reactivity and non-attachment (detachment from
identifying with a static sense of self). Using structural equation models to compare samples
of meditators and non-meditators in their study, Cebolla et al. found significant differences in
attentional control, body awareness, emotion regulation, non-reactivity, and non-attachment
between meditators and non-meditators, wherein meditators scored higher on all five factors
(2018). It is likely that meditation practices promote attentional control, body awareness,
emotion regulation, non-reactivity, and non-attachment. Specifically, the findings indicated
that attentional control might be the primary mechanism that directly affects the other three
mechanisms (body awareness, emotion regulation, and subsequently non-reactivity, which in
turn affect the mechanism of non-attachment). In this model, non-attachment is described as
resulting from the development of a keen sense of awareness of the transitory nature of the
self. The subjective quality of non-attachment allows individuals to not over-identify, and
hence, get entangled with their own mental processes; instead, individuals become more
open, curious, and ready to relate to the world, moment-by-moment, in a refreshing manner.
Non-attachment is considered as one of the flagship mechanisms of mindfulness.

In relating these findings to the MBIs for teachers’ well-being, there are two points
that are especially worthy to consider in the current literature review. First, have MBIs for
teachers’ well-being been carefully designed to promote mindfulness mechanisms such as
attentional control, body awareness, emotion regulation, non-reactivity and non-attachment?
Second, when MBIs have shown to be effective in promoting teachers’ well-being, do studies

include the exploration of the possible mindfulness mechanisms that lead to the specific
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resulting benefits? With these two questions in mind, the following paragraphs focus on
reviewing the research findings on MBIs for teachers’ well-being.

Mindfulness-based Interventions for teachers. Compared to MBIs and the relevant
research studies conducted for the clinical population, there are much less MBI studies in the
context of education. Furthermore, in the area of MBIs in the educational setting, majority of
these interventions are designed for students rather than teachers. Given that teaching has
been recognized as a highly stressful and demanding profession, this is an important gap.

Nevertheless, MBIs are becoming increasingly important for teachers’ professional
development (PD) for two main reasons: Firstly, teachers need to be more equipped to face
emotional and social challenges in their daily professional lives in order to avoid burnout or
attrition (Klingbeil & Renshaw, 2018); secondly, there is a general assumption as well as some
research findings which show that mindfulness trainings enhance teachers’ emotional
regulation, compassion, and forgiveness, which indirectly benefit their students (Ragoonaden,
2017; Roeser et al., 2013).

There are mainly three main types of MBIs specifically developed for teachers. These
include Stress Management and Relaxation Techniques (SMART), Cultivating Awareness
and Resilience in Education (CARE), and Mindfulness-Based Wellness and Education
(MBWE) (Hwang, Bartlett, Greben, & Hand, 2017; Klingbeil, Renshaw & Gilman, 2018).
All these MBIs were developed to promote teachers’ well-being within the umbrella of
professional development rather than to promote teachers’ well-being for the sake of
promoting teachers’ personal development. A brief description of each type of MBI are
provided in the following paragraphs and their research limitations are discussed.

SMART was developed by Cullen and Wallace (2010). It aims to decrease teachers’
stress, improve emotional regulation, and increase their sense of efficacy. The major content

of this program, approximately 70%, is based on mindfulness practices offered in MBSR.
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The other 20% consists of emotion theory and training. The remaining 10% is on forgiveness
and compassion training. To date, SMART is the most studied MBI for teachers (Meiklejohn
et al., 2012). It is noteworthy that aside from the mindfulness practices derived from MBSR,
the rest of the SMART program is devoted to knowledge and practices related to emotional
regulation skills as well as related to compassion and forgiveness training. Neither the
emotion regulation nor the compassion/forgiveness practices have their concerns in
existential exploration based upon the development of any introspective insights on the
nature of existence. Rather, they are knowledge-based and skill-based methods that are
derived from therapeutic models. In this sense, SMART does not emphasize the existential
component of mindfulness, which is intricately connected with the skill-based practice of
mindfulness. Similarly, the other two MBIs for teachers that have been most widely
researched upon - CARE and MBWE — amongst the limited available studies in this area,
also lack the existential component of mindfulness in their program structures.

CARE aims to reduce teachers’ stress and enhance their emotional and social
competence in face of the challenges in their profession (Jennings, 2011; Jennings, Frank,
Snowberg, Coccia & Greenberg, 2013). The program consists of three main components: (1)
emotion skills, which inform teachers how to recognize and regulate emotions, (2)
mindfulness stress reduction practices, which provide guidance on practicing silence and
other mindfulness meditations, and (3) compassion and listening practices, which involve
offering well-being to oneself and others. In this sense, majority of the content of CARE is
about emotion and social regulation, while mindfulness practices constitute only one-third of
the entire program. Apparently, the practical component of mindfulness is being used to
amplify psychological functioning without giving attention to the development of existential

insights.
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MBWE aims to introduce different domains of well-being to teachers so that they can
bring these into their classroom practices. In addition, the program aims to strengthen
teachers’ abilities to deal with stress (Soloway, Poulin & Mackenzie, 2011). The program
consists of two parts: (1) formal mindfulness practices, which are similar to those used in
MBSR, and (2) wellness wheel, which explores different domains of wellness through the
lens of mindfulness. As compared to the other two types of MBIs for teachers, MBWE tends
to gear more towards promoting generic well-being rather than for specific professional
development. In that sense, a significant portion of the program is for mindfulness practices
without adding any specific agenda such as promoting teachers’ efficacy, emotional
regulation and social competence. Furthermore, aside from maintaining the originality of the
practical component of mindfulness, MBWE also introduces a more holistic view of well-
being to teachers and guides them to directly apply mindfulness skills to enhance these well-
being domains. Of course, as with all professional development, the program is also designed
with the intention that the benefits on well-being of the participating teachers could be carried
over into their classroom practices. Similar to SMART and CARE, however, MBWE does
not have the component of existential insight development.

Taken together, the current review has identified three common characteristics in the
above discussed MBIs for teachers, which are likely to have limited the actualization of
positive impact of mindfulness on the participating teachers’ well-being. Firstly, all these
MBIs for teachers have taken a narrower stance of professional development, which intends
to better prepare teachers to face their professional challenges and/or developing teachers as
agents for desirable changes in school and among students rather than intent to nurture the
overall mental well-being of teachers. This narrowing approach towards teachers’ well-being
can block the actualization of the full range of positive effects of mindfulness. In addition,

this narrowing approach led to negligence of these MBIs in including mindfulness
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mechanisms, such as attentional control, body awareness, disengagement from mental
afflictions, non-reactivity and openness, into their design. Secondly, these MBIs make use of
the practical component of mindfulness in their programs but disregard the existential
component of mindfulness. Thirdly, aside from mindfulness practices, these MBIs have
added knowledge-based and skill-based trainings for specific psychological functioning. The
adding of such non-mindfulness components into the MBIs creates two research issues: the
impact of mindfulness is confounded with the desirable effect resulting from the additional
non-mindful trainings in these interventions; and without careful consideration about the
philosophical/theoretical underpinnings of how the non-mindful component integrates with
the mindfulness component, it is uncertain whether the unique effectiveness of mindfulness
have been kept intact in these interventions. Consequently, the former limitation makes it
challenging to differentiate which part of an MBI is effective in producing the desired
outcomes. The latter limitation adds difficulties to the investigations of how a specific MBI
work to promote well-being.

A recent systematic review for studies of effects of MBI for teachers also alluded to
similar shortcomings as discussed in the above paragraphs (Emerson et al., 2017). The
systematic review only included studies with MBIs with active mindfulness practices as a
core component; as well, the studies being reviewed used established models such as MBSR
and MBCT in their interventions. As a result, 13 studies with adapted MBSR, CARE,
MBWE, and SMART were selected for analysis. Accordingly, these studies show medium
effects in the improvement of mindfulness, emotional regulation, and compassion, as well as
stress reduction. Nonetheless, the authors raise the concern for concluding the effects of
MBIs for teacher with a general sweepstake statement. In accordance with the third limitation
discussed above, the authors of the systematic review commented that some of the reviewed

studies (SMART, CARE) had included non-mindful component such as emotional
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management skills into their mindfulness interventions and thereby making it hard to
conclude whether the positive interventional effects are due to mindfulness elements or due
to the taught elements on emotional regulation. The authors also pointed out that the studies
in the review had not investigate how mindfulness works to produce the betterment in
measures of stress, emotion regulation, teachers’ efficacy, compassion, and so forth.

With respect to the first limitation discussed above, the authors of the systematic
review underscored the interesting fact that MBIs program which are increasingly specific in
tailoring for teachers do not result in more positive outcomes. For example, highly tailored
intervention such as CARE did not produce consistent increase in teachers’ efficacy
(Jennings et al. 2011, 2013); while MBWE, which content is less tailored for teachers, was
associated with significant changes in teachers’ self-efficacy (Poulin et al. 2008). This
finding suggests that an intervention should intent to promote overall mental well-being
rather than to specify a narrow set of teachers’ professional related enhancement; this allows
for wide range of possible positive effects to take place in the program. To this end, it is
further advocated that such an MBI for teachers’ overall mental well-being necessarily
include the practical as well as the existential component of mindfulness in its design. More
specifically, the existential component should support teacher-participants’ development of
existential insights at the personal level — the argument for this stand is available in the next
section which provides a review of existential literature in relation to well-being and
mindfulness.

Evaluation of effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions. Along with the
increasing popularity of MBI, evaluation of the effectiveness of these interventions are
catching attention in the research arena. Relevant systematic reviews and meta-analysis of
MBIs for workplace in general as well as for teachers in specific have alluded to a few

common ways to measure the effectiveness of MBIs (Lomas, Medina, Ivtzan, Rupprecht &
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Eiroa-Orosa, 2019; Khoury, Lecomte, Fortin, Masse, Therien, Bouchard, Chapleau, Paquin,
Hofmann, 2013; Hwang, Bartlett, Greben & Hand, 2017; Emerson, Leyland, Hudson, Rowse,
Hanley & Hugh-Jones, 2017). Accordingly, quantitative data gathering is the major trend,
with variation in the usage of mixed method design study, pre- and post-test, waitlist control,
with relative scarcity using active control groups. In addition, majority of these reviewed
research tended to use self-report measures to demonstrate the effectiveness of the
interventions. In specific with MBIs for teachers, studies usually measured interventional
outcomes that are related to teachers’ wellbeing, teachers’ performances and teachers’
experiences of learning and practicing mindfulness (Hwang et al, 2017). It is worthy to note
that there are quite a substantial portion of MBIs research for teachers which utilized mix
method designs; while studies that adopted pure qualitative approach are minorities.

As explained in earlier paragraphs, research on MBIs for clinical populations had
proliferated the initial wave of secularized usage of mindfulness; afterwards, different kinds
of MBIs began to be developed and thus researched upon among non-clinical populations.
MBIs for teachers is a developing area that warrants more research. At this stage,
standardized MBIs with widespread usage within the profession, such as the those being in
use with clinical populations (MBCT and ACT), are not yet available. For this reason, mix-
methods design is quite appropriate for evaluating effectiveness of small-scale interventions.
In specific, such design has the advantage of enabling the gathering of qualitative data about
the participants’ subjective experiences in attending an MBI. This helps to better the design
and implementation of the relevant MBI for teachers because this tells what might be
working and what might not be working of the program (Lipsey & Cordray, 2000). That is,
when the interventional effects remain in the exploratory stage of investigation, mix-methods

design is a good choice. Since the current research is based on the design and implementation
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of a new MBI for teachers, it lends itself on the usage of mix-method to explore the
effectiveness of the EMPT program.
Existentialism, Mindfulness, and Well-being

For the purpose of the current research study, two domains of existentialism are under
review: one is the empirical studies under the umbrella of existential experimental
psychology (XXP), and the other is studies about existential therapy (ET). Both XXP and ET
allude to the close connection between mindfulness and existential exploration. Specifically,
addressing existential concerns helps to amplify the positive effect of mindfulness on
alleviating mental sufferings.

In examining the literature on the integration of mindfulness into existential therapy
(ET), the positive therapeutic outcomes illustrated the complementary effect of existential
exploration with mindfulness in helping clients to overcome mental afflictions (Nanda,
2010). A core assumption of ET is that many emotional problems as well as mental afflictions
have their roots in existential dilemma (Vos, Cooper, Correia & Craig, 2015). Accordingly,
existential dilemma refers to the universal limitations we experience as being human. These
may include the fact that life is transient and full of uncertainty, freedom to choose involves
taking full responsibilities without the control over what will happen next, where we belong,
the fluctuating nature of our identities, and finally, that all of us have to face loss and
mortality. The EP approach takes the stance that these dilemmas are naturally part of being
human and offer golden opportunities for individuals to discover meaning and purpose within
the limitations of human existence (Nanda, 2010; Harris 2012).

Accordingly, such process of self-discovery empowers individuals to move beyond
their emotional problems and mental afflictions towards living an increasingly fulfilling life.
Recall that the earlier part of this chapter dealt with the definition of eudaimonic well-being,

which specifies that individuals can become mentally healthier when they perceive their lives
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as being meaningful and fulfilling. It is evident that in the field of existential therapy,
individuals’ eudaimonic well-being can be fostered via addressing existential dilemmas
manifested as different forms of life challenges. There are specific characteristics of the
existential-phenomenological approach that are akin with the original usage of mindfulness
within the context of existential exploration of the Buddhist traditions (Nanda, 2009). Hence,
the integration of mindfulness into ET (mindfulness-based existential therapy) better supports
the individual clients in distancing away from destructive emotions rooted from unresolved
existential threats. Moreover, mindfulness helps clients to free themselves from the
compulsion to act — to avoid pain and/or to grasp pleasure — and thereby enables the
individuals to relate to their existential threats in a more authentic as well as flexible manner
(Harris, 2013; Nanda, 2010). Hence, the existential therapy literature suggests that integration
of mindfulness and existential therapy provides a strong case for the promotion of mental
well-being.

Although it has been shown that the integration of mindfulness and existential
therapy — mindfulness-based existential therapy (MBET) - complement each other and
improve the quality of the therapeutic effect, nonetheless, there exist limitations to the way
existential therapy makes use of mindfulness in addressing individual clients’ existential
threats. Existential therapy assumes that issues such as mortality, loss, isolation, and so forth
are part of the miseries experienced as human; that the only thing that could be done is to
accept and move on to better create purpose and meaning to our lives (Nana, 2009). In
contrast, the existential tradition of mindfulness addresses existential threats via transforming
the experiences of human existence as separate, independent entities to an authentic existence
with wholesomeness, based upon first-hand investigation of the nature of all phenomena. In
other words, mindfulness as a tool for existential exploration opens up much wider range of

possibilities than those confined within the premises of mindfulness-based existential therapy
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(MBET). Upon such ground, the current study argues that mindfulness can better promote
mental well-being when these tools are being reintegrated with open-ended existential
exploration at an individual level. The open-endedness refers to the fact that existential
exploration does not need to be confined by any religious doctrines or by any philosophical
stand points; instead, the exploration shall be conducted according to the affinities and
agendas of different individuals. As long as the existential exploration is supporting self-
understanding and the mindfulness is used to deepen and to transform the firsthand
experiences of human existence, then the program should benefit mental well-being in a
permeating and sustainable manner. In this sense, secular usage of mindfulness can be void of
religion and yet remain faithfully founded upon existential exploration, which is arguably an
integral part of mindfulness and which arguably uniquely contribute to the effectiveness of
mindfulness in self-understanding and well-being enhancement.

It is worthy to note that unlike cognitive therapy, systematic empirical studies remain
lacking in the field of existential therapy. The main reason is that existential therapy is not
composed of a set of prescribed techniques; rather, it is characterized by a way of thinking
guided by core principles. As a result, it poses challenge to systematically investigate its
therapeutic effects (Harris, 2012; Claessens, 2010; Corrie & Milton, 2000). Nonetheless,
there is evidence illustrating that the close connection between mindfulness and existential
exploration can be empirically affirmed in the field of existential experimental psychology
(XXP).

Many studies in the field of XXP illustrated that addressing existential concerns can
reduce the fundamental anxiety of human’s existence. In reaction to such anxiety, individuals
are motivated to search for ultimate significance and protection against existential anxiety
(Pyszczynski, Sullivan & Greenberg, 2015). Accordingly, such processing of self-exploration

has been found to be beneficial in supporting individuals to realize their purposes in life and
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thereby make existence more fulfilling. In this sense, engaging in self-exploration and
developing existential insights help to enhance well-being. For instance, XXP studies
illuminated the fact that the conscious processing and direct confrontation of existential
concerns and the related anxiety might help individuals to go beyond all kinds of
subconscious ways by which human try to invent social constructs to defend existential
security (Hayes, Schimel, Arndt, & Faucher, 2010).

Invented social constructs include consolidation of cultural view, self-esteem, and
close interpersonal attachments. Accordingly, going beyond such social constructs enables
individuals to become freer to re-examine their understanding of themselves, others, and the
world. For instance, it was found that interventions exploring the meaning in life benefit
patients with advanced disease. In particular, it was found that when the source of meaning
was explored with a sense of connectedness being re-established, patients’ well-being was
enhanced (Guerrero-Torrelles, Monforte-Royo, Rodriguez-Prat, Porta-Sales & Balaguer,
2017). Other studies suggested that conscious awareness of death, mortality salient (MS), can
help individuals to introspect their life goals and to differentiate self-directed, personal
growth goals from culturally imposed status-oriented goals (Vail III, Juhl, Arndt, Vess,
Routledge & Rutjens, 2012). Accordingly, conscious processing of our inevitable mortality
help us to re-orient and re-prioritize life goals that support self-growth; studies have
illustrated that this re-orientation and re-prioritization could help individuals to go beyond
their culturally prescribed views and seek for increasingly authentic self-identities.
Seemingly, the key is whether this conscious awareness of existential threats and their related
anxieties could be seized as opportunities for individuals to re-examine what constitutes a
fulfilling and meaningful life. It is in this sense that conscious processing of existential
concerns helps enhance well-being. That is, conscious processing of existential concerns and

their related anxieties must be supported by active and effective engagement in coping
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strategies in order for these confrontations to be beneficial to self-growth as well as well-
being (Cozzolino & Blackie, 2013).

In the past decade, increasing XXP studies have been focusing on studying the
supportive conditions that make conscious processing of existential concerns advantages to
self-growth and well-being. For instance, it was found that various ways of contemplating
mortality in specific and individuated manner help with identity integration, which was found
to be associated with well-being (Blackie, Cozzolino & Sedikides, 2016). Accordingly, the
contemplation of mortality in specific and individuated manner can be understood as
contrasting with being reminded of death in an abstract and decontextualized manner. When
mortality is being processed in an abstract and decontextualized manner, it was found that
individuals have the tendency to distance away from the reminder. However, when mortality
is being contemplated upon in specific and individuated manner, this could result to
reconfiguration and integration of multiple identities. The contextualization and individuation
of death reflection, thus, involves ways of supporting thinking about what dying means to an
individual at the personal level.

In a more direct sense, it has been shown that death reflection enhances gratitude,
which, in turn, is also found to be associated with well-being (Frias, Watkins, Webber &
Froh, 2011). Similarly, evidence also supports that individuals with lower death fear and
death denial (successful conscious processing of mortality threat) were found to have a
significant enhanced sense of self in terms of higher self-esteem, higher self-concept clarity,
higher locus of control, better self-realization, and well-being (Cozzolino, Blackie & Meyers,
2014).

Taken together, empirical studies of XXP show that conscious processing of
existential concerns is beneficial to well-being. Specifically, the conscious processing spurs

an individual to quest for self-direction, closer relationships, and reorganization of life
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priorities with appreciation and insights into the meaning of life at the personal level—and
along with this self-growth is the development of an enhanced sense of well-being. More
importantly, conscious processing of existential concerns is most effective when these kinds
of contemplation are done with individuation and contextualization. This approach to
enhancing well-being matches well with the postulation of the current study which argues
that existential exploration should be an integral part of mindfulness intervention for well-
being. Based on this evidence-based principle, the existential component of EMPT of the
current study adopts the stance of thematic exploration that facilitate individual participants’
contemplation of existential issues (anxiety) within daily living contexts at the personal level.
Indeed, these thematic explorations were designed to tailor for diversity of personal affinities
with respect to spirituality, worldviews, individuals’ belief systems, and so forth. The sole
purpose of the existential component of EMPT is to heighten the existential awareness of
participants as well as to facilitate each individual to explore personal concerns about
isolation, freedom, identity, death, and meaning. In hope that these contemplations can help
participants to reprioritize their daily existence as well as to gain insights in their
relationships with themselves, significant others, and the world.

The use of mindfulness-based interventions in addressing existential issues and their
related anxiety has been documented to have promising effect on the alleviation of mental
afflictions. For instance, in a qualitative study wherein individuals suffering from
somatoform disorders joined a Mindfulness Therapy Program, after the treatment, these
individuals reported that their existential anxiety were alleviated with more secure self-
concept and social identity. They also became more competent in making meaning of their
illnesses (Lind, Delmar & Nielsen, 2014). Another experimental research found that
individuals with higher trait mindfulness — those who maintain receptive attention to present

experience — are less defensive towards death (Niemiec, Brown, Kashdan, Cozzolino, Breen,
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Levesque-Bristol & Ryan, 2010). The study showed that the more mindful individuals spent
more time writing about their own mortality than less mindful persons. In addition, more
mindful individuals exhibited less worldview as well as self-esteem defenses after being
exposed to death messages. The researchers, thus, summarized that mindfulness enable
individuals to become more open and receptive to conscious processing of existential issues.
Taken these findings together, mindfulness should be able to facilitate individuals’ existential
exploration in the sense that being mindful allows us to go beyond ego defenses caused by all
sorts of threats and thereby enables us to better address our ultimate (existential) concerns.
Therefore, the current designed mindfulness-based intervention has integrated an existential
component to the program in hope that this existential component could support participants
to consciously explore and process existential issues at the personal level; while the practical
component of mindfulness could promise individuals to gain firsthand experiences in
increasing authentic existence. In turn, the overall enhanced quality of existence would mean
enhanced well-being.

Well-being. In this study, well-being is conceptualized as a multidimensional
phenomenon, particularly, on its positive aspects (i.e., well-being) and negative aspects (i.e.,
ill-being)

As a reaction to the oversimplified notion of mental well-being as the absence of
mental pathologies, positive psychology advocates the necessity to approach and to examine
conditions that can support human beings towards mental flourishing (Keyes & Simoes,
2012). There are two broad approaches towards the understanding of well-being; namely, the
hedonic and the eudaimonic approach (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The former refers to life
satisfaction in the sense of personally striking an emotional equilibrium between positive and
negative affect, while the latter refers to subjective evaluations of one’s life as socially

meaningful, with personal purpose and fulfillment.
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It has now been widely agreed among researchers that optimal mental well-being
compromises both hedonia (feeling good) and eudaimonia (doing good) (Henderson &
Knight, 2012). Hence, it is not surprising that the World Health Organization (WHO) defines
mental health as “a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own
potential (eudaimonic), can cope with the normal stresses of life (hedonic), can work
productively and fruitfully (eudaimonic), and is able to make a contribution to her or his
community (eudaimonic).” (2020, para. 1). Similarly, Keyes (2002) advocates that emotional
(hedonic), psychological, and social well-being (both eudaimonic) are the three cores towards
mental well-being. Ryan and Deci (2012) proposed that human being have three fundamental
psychological needs which if satisfied would encourage a person to pursuit his/her intrinsic
aspirations, which in turn would lead to optimal functioning and thus well-being. All in all, it
seems that aside from feeling well; doing well such as having meaningful social
relationships, sense of self-acceptance, and being able to actualize one’s intrinsic aspirations
are among the core constituents, which support optimal functioning among individuals.

This thesis puts forth the argument that the abovementioned constituents for well-
being require individuals to possess certain degree of existential insights for the development
of an increasingly authentic orientation towards self, others, and the world. For instance, an
authentic sense of self-acceptance cannot be developed without addressing existential
concerns such as identity and belonging. Similarly, establishing meaningful social
relationships and actualizing intrinsic aspirations require some understanding about what life
and death means to each person. Indeed, the current research would argue that in order for
individuals to develop a more authentic sense of doing well and feeling well, to certain
extent, they have to address existential issues such as isolation, identity, meaning, and so
forth. For instance, there are empirical evidences suggesting deeper processing of life goals

and life purposes enhances well-being (Ardelt & Carladenise, 2016; Bauer & McAdams,
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2020). Obviously, life goals and life purposes can be better developed with existential
insights. Therefore, although the focus of the current research is on teachers’ mental well-
being, in order to harness the well-being benefits of a mindfulness-based intervention for
teachers, it is also important to highlight the existential undertone of mental well-being.

Taken altogether, the current research adopts the stance that mental well-being
encompasses both hedonic and eudaimonic elements. Furthermore, the current research
argues for the importance of addressing existential concerns along the way towards
betterment of mental well-being. More specifically, for hedonic well-being, both positive and
negative affect must be considered in order to provide a more complete picture of a person’s
mental health. For instance, the absence of negative affect does not equate to “flourishing”.
By the same token, presence of positive affect only tells half of the story because it is
essential to understand the status of a person with regard to the presence of negative affect in
his/her life. On the other hand, eudaimonic well-being is more about fulfillment and meaning
of life, which manifest in how well we relate to ourselves, others, and the world.

Ill-being. As explained above, there are also key negative aspects of well-being
which is termed ill-being. In this thesis, the focus is on depression, anxiety, and burnout.

According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5" ed.,
DSM-5), depression refers to include persistent feelings of sadness, hopelessness, loss of
interest in activities once enjoyed, difficulty in concentrating, and recurrent suicidal thoughts,
as well as physical symptoms such as chronic pain or digestive issues (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013); while anxiety refers to excessive and uncontrollable worries
accompanied with a range of physical and cognitive symptoms such as restlessness,
irritability, muscle aches, sleep problems, and so forth (American Psychiatric Association,

2013).
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The term burnout was first defined by American psychologist Herbert Freudenberger
(1974) who described it as the depletion and exhaustion of one’s physical and mental
resources in pursuit of some unrealistic expectations imposed by one’s self or others. In later
years, a more precise conceptual definition of burnout has emerged. Maslach and Jackson
(1981) characterized burnout as comprised of three dimensions: emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. Studies have shown that burnout
has dire consequences on individuals’ well-being as well as their work quality (Mclnerney,
Ganotice, King, Morin & Marsh, 2014; Siu, Cooper & Phillips, 2014). Given the critical
importance of burnout for optimal functioning, studies have examined the antecedents of
burnout as well as strategies to prevent its emergence. (Moe, 2016; Schussler, Jennings,
Sharp & Frank, 2016).
Research Aims, Questions and Hypotheses

The research gaps. In response to reviewing studies in the area of MBIs for well-
being, the current research study makes its unique contribution, first, by reintegrating the
existential component into the MBI for well-being. The existential mindfulness program for
teachers (EMPT) is designed to preserve the active ingredients of mindfulness with two core
components: a practical component (guided mindfulness meditations) and an existential
component (thematic-based existential exploration at the personal level).

Past MBI studies have mostly failed to take the existential component into account.
This is a key limitation because these programs lack a rich existential context within which
the mindfulness practices could go hand in hand with existential insights development, since
the practices of mindfulness originally are an integral part of a bigger quest of one’s existence
and life meaning. Arguably, benefits such as enhancement of positive emotions, stress-
reduction, and so forth are mere by-products that are derived from a deeper understanding of

as well as experiences with a person’s journey towards existential exploration. This research,
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therefore, proposes that there exist two levels of benefits that could be ripped off from
mindfulness-based interventions: Level 1 involves temporary relief of negativity and
temporary boosting of positivity and level 2 involves sustainable growth in positivity and
diminishing of negativity coupled with a deepening sense of personal development in relation
to existential insights. In order to achieve the level 2 well-being benefits, the current research
advocates the importance of re-unifying mindfulness with the existential component in
mindfulness-based intervention for well-being such as the EMPT in the current study. As of
to date, there exists a research gap in the study of mindfulness-based intervention for well-
being that provide its participants with an opportunity to contemplate as well as to develop
existential appreciation.

As discussed, MBIs for teachers either are partially adopting some mindfulness
techniques to add on to interventions that are developed from their own theoretical
underpinnings; or these MBIs have added non-mindfulness elements into their programs.
These ways of applying mindfulness in interventions for well-being are likely to result in
sabotaging the full-blown effectiveness of mindfulness. For this reason, the current research
adopts a broader stance than teachers’ professional development in the design of our
intervention. Our current intervention, EMPT, intents to provide individual teachers with
opportunities for personal exploration for their own self-growth and wellness rather than as
mere professional development. Therefore, in additional to including various guided
mindfulness meditative techniques, EMPT replaces Buddhist philosophy with relevant
existential themes to encourage insight development that are in accord with individuals’
affinities. In this way, EMPT is carefully designed to adapt mindfulness for promoting well-
being in teachers by not adding trainings which risk fragmenting the active ingredients of
mindfulness. This is the second unique contribution of the current interventional study. In

addition, the simplicity and non-addictiveness of EMPT also makes it easier for the current
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research to explore the mechanisms behind which EMPT work to promote well-being, which
lands us to the third research gap to be addressed. As mentioned, although research findings
on improving teachers’ well-being via mindfulness-based interventions (MBI) have been
found to yield positive effects, these studies do not focus on examining the specific
conditions that make the interventions effective for the increase of teachers’ well-being. The
current research fills in this third gap by creating an intervention that is simple and
authentically adhering to the origin of mindfulness’ principles, which makes it easier for the
current study to explore the mechanisms behind which EMPT work to promote well-being.

The research problem. As mentioned in the previous sections, mindfulness-based
interventions for teachers’ well-being in general have turned out quite positive. However, the
fine line of distinction between mindfulness being used as a technique for secular purposes
and mindfulness as a way to support the self-growth of existential insights with enhancing
well-being as by-product, has not yet caught the attention in the research arena. To this end,
the current research is an attempt to develop as well as to implement a mindfulness-based
intervention (Existential Mindfulness Program for Teachers (EMPT)), which incorporates the
existential component for the local teaching profession. Further, it intends to investigate
whether EMPT is effective in promoting mindfulness as well as well-being of its participants.
The current study examines the subjective experiences of participants in hope to, firstly, shed
light upon the specific conditions that supported or undermined the positive effects of the
intervention; and secondly, to gather information about the participants’ personal
transformations that might be associated with mechanisms behind the enhancing of their
mindfulness as well as their well-being.

The research questions. The current study was designed to answer four key research

questions. These research questions are organized into quantitative and qualitative questions.
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The first two were answered using quantitative methods and the latter two were answered

using qualitative approaches:

1.

2.

Did the EMPT program increase teachers’ mindfulness?

Did the EMPT program improve teachers’ well-being and reduce their ill-being?

What were the participants subjective experiences with the EMPT program?

(qualitative). This question was further subdivided into two sub-questions relating

to the two components of EMPT:

a. What were the participants’ subjective experiences with the practical
component of the EMPT program?

b. What were the participants’ subjective experiences with the existential
component of the EMPT program?

What improvements can be made to the EMPT program in order to better support

the needs of individuals in the teaching profession?

The research hypotheses. According to the research aims and questions, the

following hypotheses are developed for the quantitatively oriented research questions:

Hypothesis 1: The existential mindfulness program for teachers (EMPT) is effective in

enhancing participants’ mindfulness.

Hypothesis 2: The EMPT leads to increased well-being

Hypothesis 2b: The EMPT leads to decreased ill-being.
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Chapter 3: Methods

This chapter provides details on the study method. These include the research design,
participants and procedure, intervention, instruments, and data analysis.
Research Design

The current research adopted the mix-methods design (Creswell, 2013). A mixed
method design has the advantage of enabling the researcher to collect both quantitative data
for comparison, as well as qualitative data to shed light upon the individuals’ subjective
experiences of participating in the EMPT. The qualitative data, thus, helped to provide
triangulation as well as enrichment to the information collected by quantitative method.

The quantitative part of this study involved a pretest-posttest design. The independent
variable is the EMPT intervention, and variables that were treated include mindfulness, well-
being, and ill-being as dependent variables, while the qualitative part of the study involved
gathering data about participants’ subjective experiences with EMPT. Since EMPT is divided
into the existential component and the practical component, the subjective experiences of
participants with both components were examined. Furthermore, information about how to
improve the program were gathered as part of the qualitative data. Please refer to the

following Figure 1:
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Figure 1. Heuristic framework for the current study
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Participants. This study involved two groups of participants. The first group was the

university group (U Group) and the second group was the kindergarten group (KG Group).
U Group. For the U Group, students from The Education University of Hong Kong
were invited to participate in this study. There were 16 students who enrolled into the
intervention program and one participant dropped out after two classes. All the other 15
participants completed the entire intervention with attendance not lower than 70%. Five of
these 15 participants are male and 10 are female. U Group participants have a mean age of

25.71, with age range from 20 to 39 years. Out of the 15 students, 13 of them are

undergraduates and two are postgraduates.

KG Group. For the KG Group, all the participants were recruited from one

kindergarten in New Territories, Hong Kong. The kindergarten was housed within a public

housing estate. The kindergarten catered mainly to families with lower socioeconomic status.

There were 10 teachers (out of 19) from the kindergarten who participated and none of them
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dropped out from the EMPT. The mean age of the KG Group participants was 32.18, with
age ranging from 22 to 50 years. One of them is male and the rest are female.

These 10 teachers were invited by the higher management to attend the intervention
and all of them agreed to participate. According to the higher management, the teacher
participants were given the invitation to join the intervention based on firstly, the
convenience of logistic arrangement, such as choosing teachers that had less workload on that
term or those who did not have to conduct after-school-activities. Secondly, teacher
participants were also invited based on the immediacy of their psychological-emotional
needs. In this sense, the participants’ recruitment process was conducted with a top-down
approach, according to their teaching schedule as well as according to their psycho-emotional
needs. This approach might have affected the motivations of KG group participants, which in
turn might have had an impact on the success of the EMPT program. This point would be
further explicated in the discussion chapter.

Procedures. Separate recruitment procedures were conducted for the two groups.
Each group also had separate classes.

U Group. During the recruitment, intranet emails were sent periodically for two
months (from Jan — Mar 2018) to all those studying in the Education University of Hong
Kong. In the email, the purpose of the current research was clearly stated, and students were
invited to join the intervention voluntarily out of interest. In addition, the emails specified
that individuals who were taking psychotic drugs, going through main crisis in life, as well as
those who were suffering from back pain were discouraged to join the program. Please refer
to Appendix F for the protocol of the invitation letter, both in English and Chinese.

For the U group, mindfulness-well-being classes began on March 13, 2018 and the
final class was on June 12, 2018. A total of eleven classes, each approximately two to two-

and-a-half hours long, were conducted as originally planned.
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KG Group. During the recruitment, the invitation letter (see Appendix F) was given to
the higher management to be circulated among the teaching staftf members who were invited
to consider joining the research.

For KG group, the mindfulness-well-being classes began on March 2, 2018 and the
final class was conducted on June 12, 2018. There was a halt after the fifth class, which was
conducted on April 13, 2018. Classes were suspended for more than two months, the sixth
class commenced on June 28. The last class was on July 13, 2018 for the KG Group. This
made a total of eight sessions, each approximately one hour long. It is noteworthy that with
the KG Group, due to the request from the Kindergarten higher management, the
implementation of EMPT program, such as the duration of each session, the total number of
sessions, the venue, and settings were adjusted, and hence deviated from the original research
plan. The implication of such deviations from the original plan of intervention were
considered in the discussion chapter.

Both groups were requested to complete the same batch of inventories made available
online one week before and one week after the intervention. Semi-structured focus group
interviews were conducted during the final intervention session: for the U Group, the focus
group interview was conducted on June 12, 2018, while for the KG Group, the focus group
interview was conducted on July 13, 2018. The U Group interview lasted for one hour and
nineteen minutes, while the interview of the KG Group lasted for forty-five minutes. The

timeline of EMPT implementation for both groups is depicted in the following Figure 2:
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Ethical approval of the study was granted by the ethical review committee of the
Education University of Hong Kong. Participant anonymity was ensured by giving numerical
coding to all personal information gathered from research participants. Only the researcher
had access to the coding paired with personal identities.

As for the potential risks and harm of those who participated in the study, it was
deemed minimal, as the study did not involve deception or unpleasant exposures of any kind.
Nonetheless, there were some research findings alluding to possibility of participants
experiencing elevated psychotic symptoms after some forms of mindfulness interventions
(Keng, Smoski & Robins, 2011). Hence, as a precaution, the invitation letter specified that
we discourage certain individuals to participate in the intervention. Nonetheless, as the
guided meditation practices in EMPT are strictly adhering to mindfulness and do not contain
any visualization that tap into the past or future of the participants, the risk of EMPT inducing
psychotic symptoms is low.

Informed consent was sought from all participants from both groups. Two consent
forms were distributed and collected from participants: their consent to join the intervention,
including completing the batch of questionnaires, before and after the intervention; and their
consent to join the focus group interview. Please refer to Appendix 3.3 for the samples of
consent forms. Participants were explicitly informed of the confidentiality of the data

gathered as well as of their rights to withdraw from the study at any point in time.
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Intervention

The EMPT consists of two components; namely, (1) the existential component, which
consists of various existential themes for insight development and (2) the practical
component, which consists of various forms of guided mindfulness practices. Each session
was roughly divided into two parts. The first part usually involved group sharing together
with activities of a specific existential theme. The second part involved authentic experiences
with various kinds of guided mindfulness practices.

The themes of the existential exploration were designed to help individuals to develop
existential insights on the five major existential concerns (death, isolation, identity, freedom,
and meaning) described in the literature review chapter (Koole, Greenberg & Pyszczynski,
2006). More specifically, the group sharing with their relevant activities were designed to
guide participants to relate the explored existential themes to their daily lives. For instance,
there was the theme “What Is Important When We Are Dying?” it explained the significance
of being fully present moment-to-moment. In addition, it explored how mortality informs us
of the meaning of each of our lives. In this sense, the themes of EMPT were chosen to
support participants in exploring existential concerns, such that they can have chances to
reorient their outlooks on life with an increased awareness of the personal meaning of daily
livings within the larger context of their own existence.

At the same time, these thematic-based existential explorations were enriching to the
guided mindfulness practices because they were also designed to bring out the significance of
being mindful. For instance, after the existential exploration of the theme of the “I” Within
Something Larger, guided mindfulness drinking of tea was conducted to enable the
participants to gain authentic experiences of the inter-connectedness of selves to the rest of
the world. The guided mindfulness practice of drinking tea was conducted in such a way that

leads the participant to develop a deeper connection with the tea that they were drinking.
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From this connection, the participants were further guided to expand their sense of

connectedness towards the various elements, which made available by the tea. These include

the making of the tea as well as all the conditions that support the growing of the tea leaves.

This expansion of consciousness allows participants to experience the connectedness with

something larger than oneself. In this sense, mindfulness experiences can help participants to

live daily lives more meaningfully and fulfilling.

Content

Activities

Table 1
EMPT Protocol
Class Topics and
Objectives
1 Introduction
2 Negative Bias of
Our Brain
Objective: Explore
the hidden anxiety
of being mortal
3 Being V.S. Doing

Objective: Explore
the compulsion of
‘doing’ as almost

Sharing on expectations for the
program as well as participants’
understanding of mindfulness
Introducing the intervention
program as well as the research
aims of this current study
Inviting participants to complete
the batch of inventories as well
as informed consent form

Sharing on the built-in negative
biases of our brain as well as
other environmental conditions
that amplify these negative
biases

Group sharing on personal
experiences with negative biases
in processing daily experiences
Mindfulness practices that
enhance awareness and help
participants disentangle from
negative mental states

Guided Body Scan and a brief
Mindfulness Meditation

Continuation of sharing about
differentiation of mental states
such as satisfaction versus
contentment

Sharing on how the compulsive

“Which Animal
Represents
Me?”
“Ten-Minutes
Breathing
Meditation”

“Positive versus
Negative
Mental States”
“Guided
Meditation on
Awareness of
breathing in
(positive) and
breathing out
(negative)”

“The Doing
Nothing
Moment”

Ted Talk of The
Art of Stillness
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Class Topics and Content Activities
Objectives
the way to need to self-esteeming and/or by Pico lyer,
meaning making chasing after extrinsic incentives “Guided
block individuals from mindfulness
experiencing the presence in full mediation on
Group sharing on the personal just being”
tendencies and experiences of
escaping from the present (here-
and-now) via different kinds of
distraction
Mindfulness practices as means
to “being” at the present rather
than living under the compulsion
to orient to “doing”
4 Life as Visitors Sharing of Sebastian Salgado’s Video and book
photo gallery as well as his life by Sebastian
Objective: Explore story Salgado,
existential Discuss the benefits of Guided Body
insecurity and the recognizing and embracing Scan, Guided
compulsion to gain changes in life mindfulness
control Mindfulness practices free meditation on
individuals from grasping for “We Don’t
control Own Our
Body”
5 What Is Important Watching Ted Talk on What “Guided
When We Are Things Are Important When You mindfulness
Dying? Are Dying meditation on
Discussing that the things that sensations”

Objective: Explore
the meaningfulness
of living through
the lens of dying

are important when an
individual is dying are those
things that are important when
s’he is living

- Sharing among group
members on personal
aspirations

- Pointing out that in many
cases, the things that are
important when dying are
those daily ordinary living
moments, whether or not
they are being lived fully in
the here-and-now

- Mindfulness practices that
allow individuals to live
fuller on the present
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Class Topics and Content Activities
Objectives
6 Staying Connect Guided body scan, then guided
with Your Body simple Yoga posture coupled
with mindfulness breathing
Objective: Explore Explaining the healing effects of
the sense of being mindful of body
isolation and sensations and movements
alienation in the Sharing on body as slave of our
modern world emotions and thoughts
Mindfulness practices give the
body back its autonomy
7 The “I” Within Guided mindful drinking Tea drinking
Something Bigger Group sharing on the
experiences of drinking with
Objective: Explore awareness
the possibility of The heightened awareness of the
inter- here-and-now always
connectedness of accompanied with a more
self, others and the sophisticated sense of
world relatedness to the immediate
environment and even to the
universe
The importance of relatedness to
well-being
8 Connecting with Group sharing about personal “Dare to Hug”
Our Humanity experiences enabling game,
participants to beyond the “Guided
Objective: Explore comfort zones and to connect Mindfulness
self-identities and with something larger than “1” Meditation in
their meaning Mindfulness practices help Awareness of Us
within the larger participants to open up, be as a Group”
context of vulnerable in order to connect
humanity with our humanity
9 Where Is Home? Group sharing about where is Ted Talk of
home for participants Where Is Home
Objective: Explore What does home represent for by Pico Iyer
the anchoring of each individual? Guided
our own existence Mindfulness practices provide mindfulness
participants with a grounded meditation on
experience in an ever-changing breathing
world
10 Review and Review on the program and Guided
Reflect Q&A Mindfulness
Focus Group Interview Meditation by
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Class Topics and Content Activities
Objectives

e Students invited to lead students
meditation

Instruments

Quantitative measures. For the quantitative part of the study, measures assessing
mindfulness, well-being, and ill-being were administered.

Mindfulness. Mindfulness was measured using the Five Facets of Mindfulness
Questionnaire FFMQ (Baer, Smith, Krietemeyer & Toney, 2006). The FFMQ posits that
mindfulness is comprised of five key components: observing (8 items; pretest Cronbach’s
alpha = .83; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .84) describing (8 items; pretest Cronbach’s alpha
=.78; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .80), acting with awareness (8 items; pretest Cronbach’s
alpha = .76; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .93), non-judging of inner experience (8 items;
pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .89; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .87), and non-reactivity to inner
experience (7 items; pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .76; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .64).

“Observing” refers to noticing both internal and external experiences such as
thoughts, feelings, sensations, sights, sounds, and so forth. A sample item is, “When [ am
walking, I deliberately notice the sensation of my body moving.” “Describing” refers to
putting internal experiences into words. A sample item is, “My natural tendency is to put my
experiences into words.” “Acting with awareness” refers to being aware of one’s activities at
the moment. The items of this component are all reversed, and one sample item is “It seems I
am “running on automatic” without much awareness of what I’'m doing.” “Non-judging of
inner experience” refers to taking a non-evaluative stance toward thoughts and feelings. The
items of this component are all reversed, and one sample item is, “I tell myself I shouldn’t be

feeling the way I’m feeling.” “Non-reactivity” to inner experience is to allow thoughts and
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feelings to come and go without getting caught up by them. Example of non-reactivity to
inner experience items is “I watch my feelings without getting lost in them.”

FFMQ has a total of 39 items in this questionnaire and respondents rated the items on
a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (never or very rarely true) to 5 (very often or always true).
Please refer to Appendix A for the FFMQ inventory. Past studies have shown that the FFMQ
has good psychometric properties (Baer, Smith, Lykins, Button, Krietemeyer, Sauer & Walsh,
2008; Christopher, Neuser, Michael & Baitmangalkar, 2012). In this study, FFMQ was
selected to measure mindfulness for several reasons. Firstly, as mentioned, this questionnaire
has well-established reliability and validity. Secondly, it has been widely used, and hence,
enables the findings of the current research to be compared and contrasted with large portion
of the research conducted in this arena. Thirdly, one of the purposes of the current study is to
evaluate the effectiveness of the EMPT in enhancing mindfulness and FFMQ could provide
data of which aspects of participants’ mindfulness were being fostered more/less via the
current intervention.

Well-being and Ill-being. To measure well-being and ill-being, different
questionnaires were used. For well-being, the measures used include the Mental Health
Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2002) and the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule — Short Form (PANAS-SF) (Watson & Clark, 1988). For ill-being, the measures
include Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach & Jackson, 1981) and the Ultra-Brief
Screening Scale for Anxiety and Depression (PHQ-4) (Kroenke, Spitzer, Williams & Lowe,
2009).

The Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF) is a self-report inventory
developed by Keyes (2002) and has three sub-domains: emotional, psychological, and social
well-being. The MHC-SF has a total of 14 items. There are three items measuring emotional

well-being (pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .89; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .84). A sample item
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is, “How often did you feel interested in life?” There are six items measuring psychological
well-being (pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .81; post-test Cronbach’s alpha =.70). A sample item
is, “How often did you feel confident to think or express your own ideas and opinions?”
There are another five items that measure social well-being (pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .78;
post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .82), and a sample item is, “How often did you feel that you
belonged to a community like a social group, your school, or your neighborhood?”
Respondents are supposed to rate the items on a 6-point scale from 0 (never in the past
month) to 5 (every day in the past month). The higher the scorings indicate better mental
well-being. Please refer to Appendix B for more information about the MHC-SF. Past studies
have established the reliability and validity of MHC-SF across numerous cultural contexts
(Joshanloo, Wissing, Khumalo & Lamers, 2013; Lamer, Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, Klooster &
Keyes, 2011).

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule — Short Form (PANAS-SF) (Watson & Clark,
1988) is a 20-item scale measuring two dimensions of affect with ten items each. The two
dimensions are the Positive Affect and the Negative Affect. “Positive Affect” refers to a state
of high energy, full concentration and pleasurable engagement (e.g., “interested”; “attentive”;
(pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .86; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .79); while “Negative Affect” is
characterized with by non-pleasurable engagement and aversive mood states (e.g., “irritable”;
“nervous”; pretest 47Cronbach’s alpha = .90; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Individuals
are asked to rate on a 5-point scale from “1” (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). Past
studies have demonstrated the validity and reliability of the PANAS-SF (Merz, Malcame,
Roesch, Ko, Emerson, Roma & Sadler, 2013).

The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) is a 22-items self-report inventory that
measures burnout in workplace (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Three factors of burnout are

tapped: emotional exhaustion (EE, 9 items; pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .90; post-test
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Cronbach’s alpha = .88), depersonalization (DP, 5 items; pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .65;
post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .60), and personal accomplishment (PA, 8 items; pretest
Cronbach’s alpha = .86; post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .84). “Emotional Exhaustion” refers to
a sense of depletion of one’s emotional as well as physical resources. A sample item is, “I feel
used up at the end of a workday.” “Depersonalization” refers to detached response to work
itself or to the service recipients. A sample item is, “I’ve become more callous toward people
since I took this job.” “Personal Accomplishment” refers to individuals feeling sense of
competency and productivity at work. A sample item is, “I have accomplished many
worthwhile things in this job.” Individuals were asked to rate on a scale from “0” (never) to
“6” (every day). Higher scores indicate higher levels of burnout. Please refer to Appendix C
for the protocol of MBI. The MBI has been demonstrated to have adequate reliability and
validity in past studies (Worley, Vassar, Wheeler & Barnes, 2008).

The Ultra-Brief Screening Scale for Anxiety and Depression (PH(Q-4) measures
anxiety (2 items) and depression (2 items). The PHQ-4 had a pretest Cronbach’s alpha = .91
and post-test Cronbach’s alpha = .85. PHQ-4 has been found to have excellent psychometric
properties among both clinical and non-clinical populations (Lowe, Wahl, Rose, Spitzer,
Glaesmer, Wingenfeld, Schneider, & Brahler, 2010; Khubchandani, Brey, Kotecki,
Kleinfelder, & Anderson, 2016). Please refer to Appendix E for the protocol of PHQ-4.

Qualitative data collection. For the qualitative part of the study, the researcher used
semi-structured focus group interviews to gather data about participants’ subjective
experiences about the program. These qualitative data could provide the following additional
information about EMPT:

1. Participants’ subjective experiences with regard to the practical component of the

EMPT program
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2. Participants’ subjective experiences with regard to the existential component of

the EMPT program

3. Suggestions for improving the program by focusing on its strengths and

limitations

Focus group interviews are known to be a very good tool for tapping into participants’
reactions to an intervention, in the sense that focus-group interviews enable interactions
among group members and thereby facilitates multiple ideas, perspectives, and feelings to
flow free. This can enhance the richness and plurality of the data gathered as compared to
individual interviews (Krueger & Casey, 2015). As the main purposes of the qualitative data
collection in the current study were to gather diverse opinions about the EMPT program from
the participants as well as to probe into the participants’ subjective experiences and possible
inner changes due to the program therefore, small group interview focusing on guiding
participants to express themselves on this respect was deemed as an appropriate choice for
qualitative data collection.

The guiding questions of the focus group interview were designed according to
principles suggested by Krueger and Casey (2015). For instance, open-ended questions were
used to encourage a spectrum of responses rather than mere “yes” and “no” replies. Questions
were asked with the main reference towards thinking back and self-reflecting. This aimed to
set the stage for bringing participants into awareness of what the EMPT journey was like,
personally, for each individual. Furthermore, the big “why” questions were deliberately
avoided in order to contain the participants’ responses within the realm of their experiences
rather than directing them towards responses about their reasonings. Given the possibility that
group members might feel hesitant to discussing the less positive aspects of the intervention,
the current study has carefully designed the guiding questions to gear towards constructive

feedback as well as openness towards honesty. Furthermore, in the beginning of each
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interview, the interviewer framed the subsequent group interactions as a journey of self-
reflection that was supported by all members. Within this context, the interviewer positioned
herself as a group member who was supporting others as well as herself to reflect upon the
experiences of the intervention. This positioning, together with the careful design of the
guiding questions, largely reduced the potential threats posted by demand characteristics and
experimenter expectancy effect. Please refer to Appendix H for the guiding questions of the

focus group interview. Please refer to figure 3 below for data collection method.
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Figure 3. Method of Data Collection

Data Analysis

For the quantitative component of the study, paired t-tests were used to compare pre-
and post-intervention scores in mindfulness, well-being, and ill-being. Cohen’s d effect size
was used to gauge the magnitude of the differences (Cumming, 2012; Cohen, 1988). For the
qualitative component of the study, thematic analysis was used to analyze the focus group
interviews (Wolcott, 1994).

For the qualitative component of the study, the deductive approach was used; that is,
the research questions were used to guide the qualitative data analysis. In the current study,

the qualitative data were used for triangulation with the quantitative data as well as to provide
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additional information to enrich the entire data set. The qualitative data analysis began with
creating a collection of quotations from different interviewees of the focus group interviews
and then organizing them according to topics relating to the research questions (Lecompte &
Schensul, 1999). Topics included subjective experiences with the existential component of
EMPT, subjective experiences with the practical component of EMPT, and opinions about the
EMPT program. Furthermore, the approach of narrative analysis was used to analyze the
quotations (Bernard, 2000). With narrative analysis, the quotations were interpreted at two
levels: the first level asked the question of what the participants were trying to express in the
quotations, and the second level asked the question of what the meaning of the quotations are,
especially with reference to the research questions of the study.

It is worthy of noting that, in the current study, the interviewer who conducted the
focus group interviews was also the person who conducted the intervention. This might open
up possibilities for biased responses due to demand characteristics and experimenter
expectancy effect (Salkind, 2010). Accordingly, demand characteristics refer to the tendency
of participants to feel obliged to cooperate with the researcher; while experimenter
expectancy effect refers to the unconscious probing and behaving of researchers who might
subtly show their biases as well as preferences due to their orientation towards particular
theoretical perspectives. These cautions have been carefully considered in the current
research study before arriving at the decision for the researcher who was running the program
to conduct the focus group interviews. With regard to the experimenter expectancy effect, if a
Research Assistant has been hired to conduct the focus group interviews, s/he also could
carry over subtle favoritisms towards the positive side of the intervention program. Since it is
not possible, anyhow, to mask the purpose of the interviews from the interviewer; then

conducting the interviews by the person who implemented the program has an irreplaceable
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advantage. Namely, that she knew the program well enough that she would be able to
effectively probe and guide the participants to reflect upon their experiences with it.

Moreover, because the person who was running EMPT has been a teacher educator in
Hong Kong for almost two decades, and that the individual has had many experiences in
discussing the pros and cons of her own teaching with her students, therefore, she is confident
and open enough to invite participants in the study to explicate their experiences of EMPT.
To illustrate, according to the interviews’ transcripts, there were moments during the
interviews that the interviewer was self-reflecting and critiquing the shortcomings of the
conducted program along with the participants. In addition, she is equipped with micro skills
in helping participants to reflect and to make meaning of what they had experienced, which is
what is needed to conduct the focus group interviews of this study.

With regard to the issue of demand characteristics, firstly, the researcher herself never
assumed that EMPT is one-size-fit for everyone. As with every program or intervention
designed, the research team is well aware that there are specific conditions that foster the
impact of EMPT and there are those that undermine its effect. In fact, one of the research
aims of this study is to try shed light upon what makes EMPT work and for whom? It was
with this in mind that the interviewer conducted the focus group interviews and, hence,
constructive and honest feedback from participants was being sought after rather than praises
for the program. It had been ensured that this aim was clearly communicated to the
participants in each interview. Furthermore, in the current study, the researcher-interviewer
had no other professional ties with participants of either groups; therefore, this downplayed

the possibility of any power issues involved.
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Chapter 4: Results

This chapter focuses on reporting the quantitative results and then proceeds to the
qualitative results. All analyses are reported separately for the U Group and KG Group.
Quantitative results

Table 2 summarizes the bivariate correlates among the variables. To address the first
research question (whether EMPT increased mindfulness) and the second research question
(whether EMPT increased well-being and decreased ill-being), paired ¢-tests of pre and post-
intervention were performed for all relevant measures. Alpha level was adjustment based on
Bonferroni correction to avoid inflated Type I errors. The correction was based on the number
of factors in each inventory (0.05 / number of factor). In the following sections, quantitative
results of the U Group are reported first and then followed by quantitative results of the KG
Group.

Pre and post intervention results for the U Group

Mindfulness scores pre and post intervention. The Five Facets Mindfulness
Questionnaire (FFMQ) was used to tap into participants’ mindfulness with higher scores
signifying increase in mindfulness. In addition, the five facets’ sub-scores were calculated by
dividing the total in each category by the number of items in that category for the average
category score.

Results of paired t-tests (corrected alpha level = .01) showed that out of the five facets
of mindfulness measured, two were significantly increased after the intervention, namely, the
“Observant” (marginally significant) and the “Non-reactivity”. In comparing the “Observant”
facet of mindfulness, the post-intervention scores were significantly different from the pre-
intervention scores; with 7 (14) =2.657, p < 0.05. The effect size of this difference in mean

scores was small (Cohen’s D = 0.38). In comparing the “Non-reactivity” component, the
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post-intervention scores were significantly different from the pre-intervention scores, with ¢
(14) =3.286, p <0.05.

The effect size in difference was found to be medium (0.53). A small effect size of
Cohen D refers to d = 0.2, a medium effect size refers to d = 0.5 and a large effect size refers
to d = 0.8 (Cohen, 1988). Nonetheless, it is worthy to underscore that the values should not
be interpreted rigidly because a small effect size may have a large practical positive
consequence both in society at large as well as at an individual level (Laken, 2013).

Paired #-tests showed that the other three facets of mindfulness which include
“Describing mental states,” “Acting with awareness,” and “Nonjudgmental” did not differ
significantly in scores before and after the intervention. Please refer to Table 3 for the
summary of the FFMQ paired t-tests results of U Group.

“Non-reactivity” refers to a person’s ability to be less reactive to his/her own thoughts
and feelings. “Observant” refers to a person’s ability to notice sensations caused by his/her
five senses as well as to notice his/her mental states. As these two facets of the measured
mindfulness were significantly improved after the EMPT, it is very likely that the program
has fostered the U participants’ abilities to be more observant of their external and internal
states at presence. Moreover, the program is likely to have enhanced U participants’
capability to refraining from over-identifying with their own emotions and thoughts.
Interestingly, not all five facets of mindfulness were fostered at the same level through the
EMPT and it might have to do with the design and/or the implementation of the program.
Details of the relationships between the change in mindfulness scores and the program design

as well as delivery could be found in the discussion chapter.



Running head: EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS

Table 2 Pre and post-intervention pairwise correlation (n = 24)

55

Variables 1 2 3 4 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Observ 1.00 0.20 0.17 0.08 0.59* -.33 -.08 0.28 0.35 0.63* 0.58* 0.66* 0.16 0.03
1

Describe -.06 0.17 0.13 0.28 -28 -23 -.16 0.11 0.14 0.14 0.53* -0.19 -0.14
2

Act -.05 0.23 0.66* 0.18 -.09 -27 -.20 0.32 0.13 0.35 0.28 -0.50* -0.46*
3 Aware

Non -.20 -.00 0.13 0.28 -33 -.04 =31 0.30 0.18 0.16 0.21 -0.56* -0.46*
4 judge

Non 0.26 -.08 0.30 0.42% -35 -.20 0.22 0.04 0.39* 0.28 0.23 0.07 0.01
5 react

EE -.06 -.14 -.40%* -.09 -0.24 0.19 0.52% -.60%* -054*  -47* -.56%* 0.47* 0.41*
6

PA 0.05 -.34 -44%* -.14 -0.43*  0.55* 0.24 -.20 -023 -030 -.11 0.17 0.10
7

DP 0.14 -43% -57* 0.13 0.21 0.35 0.11 -45% 0.14 0.07 -.03 0.60* 0.43*
8

EWB 0.46* 0.07 0.41%* 0.22 0.45% -.51% -.53%* -28 0.49* 0.46* 0.56* -.55% -57*
9

PWB 0.26 0.08 0.36 0.14 0.56* - 48% -.68% 0.07 0.60* 0.76* 0.59* -.17 --.37
10

SWB 0.09 0.23 0.44* -.11 0.41* -.39%* -.69%* -.20 0.56* 0.80* 0.65* -.26 -.36
11

PosAf 0.44* 0.09 0.30 0.01 0.35 -37 -57* -.13 0.69* 0.63* 0.54* =24 -.39%
12

NegAf 0.07 =31 -.69%* -43% -0.54*  0.53* 0.64* 0.38 -.49% -.38 -47* -.33 0.77*
13

PHQ -21 -.11 -37 -37 -0.76*  0.53* 0.59* 0.17 -.68* -.66* -.58%* -.58* 0.68* 1.00
14

Note: Correlations below the diagonal pertain to the pretest and correlations above the diagonal pertain to the posttest. *p < .05.
g p p g p p P
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Table 3

U Group FFMQ paired t-tests (n = 14)

MF Facet Pretest SD  Posttest SD t- Sig Effect Size
Mean mean value Level

Observing  3.12 0.83 3.68 0.47 -2.657 0.019*  0.38*

(Small)

Describing ~ 3.10 0.66 3.37 0.53 -1.399 0.184 0.22

Acting with 2.77 0.55 2.88 0.80 -0.505 0.621 0.08

awareness

Non- 2.63 0.77 2.87 0.64 -1.127 0.279 0.17

judging

Non- 2.52 0.53 3.13 0.45 -3.286 0.005**  0.53*

reactivity (Medium)

Note: ** p <.01 *p < .05

To summarize, the encouraging trends of improvement of the U participants’
mindfulness after attending EMPT provide evidence that the program was effective in
helping the U participants to become more mindful. Specifically, EMPT appears to be more
effective in fostering the aspects of mindfulness that have to do with a person’s abilities to
notice external and internal states in present moment, as well as to become less preoccupied
and therefore less likely to over-identify with a person’s own thoughts and feelings.

Well-being and ill-being scores pre and post intervention. When paired t-tests were
conducted to compare the pre and post intervention scores of the Mental Health Continuum
(MHC-SF; corrected alpha level = .025), it was found that “Emotional Well-being,” one out
of three facets of mental well-being measured, had reached a statistically significant level of
increase: ¢ (14) = 2.419, p < 0.05. The effect size of this difference was small (0.22). Paired t-
tests had shown that the “Psychological Well-being” and “Social Well-being” were in the
trend of improvement but have not reached any statistically significant level. Please refer to

table below (Table 4) for details of the MHC-SF paired t-tests results of U Group:
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Table 4

U Group MHC-SF paired t-tests (n = 14)

Mental ~ Well- Pretest SD Posttest SD t-value  Sig Effect Size
being Mean mean Level
Emotional 2.84 1.14 3.31 0.96 -2.419  0.03* 0.22*
(Small)
Psychological 2.90 0.87 3.19 0.56 -1.394  0.185 0.19
Social 2.71 0.98 2.93 0.87 -1.006  0.331 0.12
Note: *p <.05

According to the above findings, the was an improvement in mental health among the
U Group participants after they had joined the EMPT. More specifically, evidence showed
that the improvement of emotional health among participants has took precedence over the
other two aspects of mental health; namely, social and psychological. This finding is not at all
surprising, given that the improvement in psychological well-being and social well-being
require changes that are more fundamental and involving more supportive conditions. For
instance, psychological well-being has to take consideration of an individual’s developed
sense of self and self-esteem. Similarly, social well-being is concern with a secure sense of
belonging as well as the forging of good quality interpersonal relationships. These conditions
cannot be developed and fostered within a few months with one class per week. In fact, it is
promising that EMPT, in the absence of any explicit encouragement to sustain what had been
taught and practiced beyond the classes, has found to have impact on bettering emotional
well-being of the participants, especially given that the EMPT has not been designed to
directly foster positive emotions nor to diminish negative emotions. The entire program only
promotes mindfulness practices and existential exploration at a personal level.

Paired t-tests were also conducted to compare the pre- and post- intervention scores of
the participants’ frequencies in experiencing both positive and negative affect of Positive
Affect and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS-SF). Results showed significant increase in

positive affect as well as significant decrease in negative affect among U participants after
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they attended EMPT. The paired #-test (corrected alpha level = .025) result for “Positive
Affect” is t (14) =2.967, p < 0.05 and effect size is small (0.32). The paired t-test result for
“Negative Affect” is ¢ (14) = 3.967, p < 0.05 and the effect size is small (0.39). Please refer to

Table 5 below for the PANAS-SF paired #-test results of U Group.

Table 5

U Group PANAS-SF paired t-test (n = 14)

Affect Pretest SD Posttest SD t-value  Sig Effect Size
Mean mean Level
Positive 2.85 0.66 3.26 0.57 -2.966 0.01* 0.32
(Small)
Negative 3.23 0.76 2.55 0.84 3.967 0.001**  0.39 (Small)

Note: ** p <.01 *p <.05

Paired t-test results of Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) showed that two out of three
aspects of burnout had been significantly improved among the U participants (corrected alpha
level = .017). Specifically, the post-intervention scores were significantly different from the
pre-intervention scores of “Emotional Exhaustion” and “Personal Accomplishment”: for
“Emotional Exhaustion”, #(14) = 2.614, p < 0.05 and with a small effect size of 0.32; for
“Personal Accomplishment” #(14) = 3.094, p < 0.05 and with a small size effect of 0.37.
However, the “Depersonalization” aspect of burnout did not come out as significantly
different after the intervention. In addition, another ill-being measure, the Ultra-Brief
Screening Scale for Anxiety and Depression (PHQ-4) also showed a significant decrease in
anxiety and depression after the intervention: ¢ (14) = 3.55, p < 0.05 and with a medium

effect size of 0.38. Please refer to Tables 6 and 7 for summaries.
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Table 6

U Group MBI paired t-tests (n = 14)

Aspects of Burnout  Pretest SD  Posttest SD  t- Sig Effect Size
Mean mean value Level
Emotional 3.47 0.68 2.97 0.81 2.614 0.02* 0.32
exhaustion (Small)
Personal 3.63 0.84 3.05 0.60 3.094 0.008* 0.37
accomplishment (Small)
Depersonalization  2.06 0.78 2.01 043 0.219 0.83 0.04
Note: *p <.05
Table 7

U Group PHQ-4 paired t-tests (n = 14)

Pretest SD Posttest SD t-value Sig Level  Effect Size
Mean mean
1.83 0.79 1.21 0.74 3.55 0.003* 0.38
(Medium)
Note: *p <.05

The above findings suggest that the EMPT is effective in helping the U participants to
alleviate sense of ill-being including burnout (emotional exhaustion and lack of personal
accomplishment), anxiety, as well as depression. It is particularly important to note the
positive impact that EMPT has on reducing burnout among the U participants. As members
of the local teaching as well as teaching-related professions are constantly confronted with
stress, it is encouraging to have figures showing that low-cost practices, such as those
introduced in EMPT, could buffer members from burning out as well as effectively
diminishing mood issues such as anxiety and depression.

In summary, the significant paired #-tests’ results indicated an encouraging overall
improvement of well-being as well as a diminishing of ill-being after the U group participants
attended the EMPT. It is noteworthy to point out that the intervention seems to be more
effective in alleviating negative emotions as compared to increasing positive emotions. These

quantitative findings are indicative that EMPT has actualized the unique effects of
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mindfulness in the intervention. In the sense that EMPT enhanced well-being by firstly
bringing awareness into mental fabrications rather than by intervening at the level of
increasing positive mental states or decreasing negative mental states. The possible
mechanics behind the active ingredients of EMPT are further elaborated in light of the
complimenting findings of both quantitative and qualitative results in the discussion chapter.

Pre and post intervention results for the KG Group

Mindfulness scores pre and post intervention. No statistically significant pre- and
post-intervention differences were found on any of the five facets of mindfulness as measured
by the Five Facets Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ). Please refer to Table 8 for FFMQ

paired t-tests results of KG Group.

Table 8

KG FFMQ paired t-tests (n = 10)

MF Facet Pretest SD Posttest  SD t-value Sig Level
Mean mean

Observing 3.07 0.61 3.29 0.56 -1.08 ns
Describing 3.16 0.52 3.31 0.37 -0.93 ns
Acting with 3.22 0.66 3.54 0.50 -1.46 ns
awareness

Non-judging 2.95 0.72 2.96 0.62 -0.06 ns
Non-reactivity 3.10 0.46 2.89 0.41 1.61 ns

The above findings indicate that EMPT failed to support the KG participants to
become more mindful. The various contextual conditions that might have led to such result
and additional information regarding these conditions are explicated in the following section
on qualitative results. The comparison of conditions which made EMPT work or not work
between the U Group and the KG Group are further discussed in the discussion chapter.

Well-being and ill-being scores pre and post intervention. For the KG Group, the

relevant paired t-tests did not show any statistically significant changes in comparing the pre
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and post-intervention scores of all the questionnaires administered of well-being as well as
ill-being among the KG participants, after correction of alpha levels in respective inventory.

Please refer to Table 9 below for well-being and ill-being paired #-tests results of KG Group.

Table 9

KG Group well-being and ill-being paired t-tests results (n = 10)

MHC-SF Pretest SD  Posttest SD t- Sig Effect Size
Mean mean value Level

Emotional 3.00 091 2.88 0.82 0.468 0.65 ns

Psychological 3.17 0.62 2.66 0.76  2.03 0.07 ns

Social 3.02 0.68 2.58 0.78 1.632 0.134 ns

PANAS-SF

Positive 3.22 0.50 2.86 035 -2284 0.045 ns

Negative 2.75 0.89 2.44 0.66 0985 0348 ns

MBI

Emotional 3.93 1.36  3.95 -1.02  0.468 0.650 ns

exhaustion

Personal 3.09 1.04 2.83 0.84 2.030 0.070 ns

accomplishment

Depersonalization 2.00 1.22 1.96 .11 1.632 0.134 ns

PHQ-4 1.36 0.74 1.22 0.56 0.504 0.625 ns

Note: ns = non-significant

The above findings indicate that EMPT has not been able to help increase the KG
Group participants’ well-being nor decrease their ill-being. Taken the quantitative results of
the KG Group together, EMPT as a mindfulness intervention for well-being was not
successful in enhancing the KG Group participants’ mindfulness and consequently had not
been able to better their well-being. In contrast to the quantitative findings of the U Group, no
significant changes were found after the KG participants attended EMPT. According to the
rationale behind the intervention of the current research, EMPT becomes effective in
enhancing participants’ well-being via enhancing their mindfulness. Therefore, unlike with
the KG Group, when EMPT failed to support the KG participants to become more mindful
then, of course, their well-being cannot be fostered. The question remains on what are the

conditions that result in the successful implementation of EMPT among participants of the U
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Group and what are the conditions that result in the EMPT’s failure to increase mindfulness
among participants in the KG Group.

Summary of quantitative results. In addressing Research Questions 1 and 2, the U
Group participants’ mindfulness increased after the intervention. In addition, the measure of
their ill-being decreased, and the measure of well-being increased after the intervention.
Specifically, the reduction of ill-being appeared to have slightly more impact as compared to
the increase in well-being measure. However, results of the KG Group showed no significant
changes in mindfulness, ill-being, and well-being measures after the intervention.
Qualitative results

To address the third research question about participants’ subjective experiences as
regards the EMPT program) and the fourth research question (how EMPT can be improved),
focus-group interviews were conducted to learn about the subjective experiences of the
participants of EMPT. The findings of the U Group and KG Group are reported separately in
the following sections. The responses of each group are divided into three categories: (1)
participants’ subjective experiences with the practical component of EMPT, (2) participants’
subjective experiences with the existential component of EMPT, and (3) participants’
suggestions for improvement of the intervention.

In the following sections, qualitative results of the U Group are reported first and then
follow by qualitative results of the KG Group.

Themes from the U Group. Aside from classifying the U Group qualitative results
into the above mentioned three main categories; under each category, the respondents’
quotations are further organized into themes.

Subjective experiences with the practical component of EMPT. The practical

component of EMPT involved various kinds of guided mindfulness practices. Respondents’
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subjective experiences with these mindfulness practices are then being abstracted into
themes.

Theme 1: Increased awareness of the present moment. One major characteristic of
mindfulness is to be able to stay fully present at moment-to-moment experiences in daily
existence. This means being fully present and manifesting awareness of momentarily
happenings of both external surroundings as well as internal mental processes. The more one
is aware, the more mindful s/he is. U Group participants respondents reported to have an
increase awareness of the present moment. Please refer to the following quotations as
illustration of theme 1.

“Initially I joined the course hoping to relax. However, I now understand that

mindfulness is about concentration and awareness. It is about being at the present

moment and doing everything with awareness rather than living a robot existence.”

(S6 of U Group)

In the above quotation, S6 shared her understanding of mindfulness based on her
authentic experiences gained from the guided meditative practices in EMPT. To her,
mindfulness is not just about relaxing the mind. It is about being fully aware of what she is
doing moment-by-moment. S6 particularly contrasted the awareness of here-and-now with a
“robot-like existence”, which lacks concentration, awareness. and clarity.

“As compared to last semester, I feel I am slightly more sober ... Instead of just

rushing to finish one thing and then start another, I am a little bit more aware of what

I am doing. There are moments when [ deliberately reminded myself and asked, ‘what

am I doing right now?’” (awareness and observant) (S2 of U Group)

Similar to S6, S2 used “more sober” to describe herself in the above quotation. S2

further explained that her soberness came from an increase awareness of what she is doing
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moment-by-moment. In other words, to S2, this enhanced awareness of the present brings a
sense of sobriety in her daily life.

At the preliminary level, it seems that the practical component of EMPT supported
some U Group participants to increase their awareness of the present moment in their daily
livings and this enhanced awareness, which in turn, brings in concentration and clarity to the
quality of their existence.

Theme 2: Increased ability to disengage from and not to identifying with negative
mental states. At the more advanced level, some U Group participants reported being
increasingly able to detect and then to disengage from negative mental states. As explained in
the literature review chapter, mindfulness is known to have a buffer effect towards mental
fabrications. This is because the enhanced awareness of the present moments could be used to
support the maintenance of an appropriate psychological distance from our mental
processing. In this way, we would not be over-identifying with our subjective thoughts or
emotions and mistaken them as the absolute reality. The below quotations illustrate the
respondents’ strengthened abilities, via mindfulness, to disengage especially from negative
mental processing.

S1 of U Group: “I notice a change in me. [ am quite impatient and an easily stressed

person. Now I become more aware of this. When I know that I am tense, I would

remind myself to come back to focus on my breathing... Practicing mindfulness makes
me a bit calmer.” (observant)

In the above quotation, firstly, S1 reported an increase ability in recognizing her
negative emotions. Secondly, S1 reported the successful application of the mindfulness
practices to not overly identified with these negative emotions.

S3 of U Group: “Well, [ am a nervous person, also, can be easily irritable.

Nowadays, when [ find myself getting nervous or angry, then I will try to notice my
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breathing and even go to drink some warm water to calm down.” (observant, non-

reactivity)

S3 showed her observant ability in recognizing that she easily gets irritable and
nervous. Accordingly, her new strategy in dealing with these mental habits is to first create a
buffer via mindfulness and then stay aware observing her mental states.

S84 of U Group: “During my third job interview, in contrast to my first job interview, I

did not have time to do a mindfulness meditation before going into the interview

room. There was a real difference. In the third one, [ was so irritable... versus in my

first interview, after a few minutes of mindfulness meditation, I already felt grounded
and in clarity. After so many (guided) practices in classes (EMPT) led by an expert,
now I can get out of my stress quite quickly with mindfulness.” (observant, describe,
non-reactivity)

In the above quotation, S4 demonstrated his ability to observe and to describe his
mental states during times of pressure. S4 further explained that the practice of mindfulness
helped him to create a psychological distance (buffer) from mental afflictions and thereby
successfully disengage from his negative mental processes. As a result, after practicing
mindfulness for a few minutes, S4’s mind settled and return to clarity.

“For me, another stressful source is thesis writing. In specific, when I am stuck with a

very complicated research issue at hand, and I need to meet deadlines. You can't go

beyond and get to the next stage when feeling trapped and very anxious. Now I would
use mindfulness meditation to adjust my mental state... It (mindfulness meditation) is
like pressing F5 .... Forget everything and reboot again ... the unknown anxiety will
be gone, and I can focus again.” (observe, describe) (S4 of U Group).

In the above quotation, S4 demonstrated his mindfulness abilities in observing and

describing his mental states. In addition, his description alluded to the mechanisms of how
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mindfulness works to help him gear away from identifying with the mental afflictions and to
regain clarity. He used the analogy of pressing F5 to re-boot his computer to explain what it
is like to become mindful for him. Apparently, mindfulness is like a pause from all sorts of
misperception and confusion that he experienced in non-mindful state; the pause created a
buffer for him to disengage from the mental afflictions and thus re-establishing the focus and
the stability of his mind.

S8 of U Group: “When I am suddenly attacked by intense emotions such as fear ...

before joining this program, I didn't know what to do. Now I would try to connect with

it (intense negative emotions) ... see, I am not resenting or rejecting it.... I don't know
why, but it subsided and calmed down every time I did this.” (observe, non-

Jjudgmental, non-reactivity)

Mindfulness practices were helpful to S8 in dealing with his intense fear. To him,
mindfulness helps him to stay observant and non-reactive towards these intense negative
emotions when they arise. Being mindful allowed him to stay with these intense emotions
without over-identifying with them nor suppressing them. Instead, S8 can maintain a certain
psychological distance from these intense negative emotions and stay presence with these
mental afflictions. In the long runs, as the gripping power of these intense negative emotions
lessened. It is likely that with these new experiences with his mental afflictions, S8 would
have gained a greater sense of volition and empowerment over his sense of self, which might
foster S8 sense of well-being.

Taken together, the practical component of EMPT has successfully nurtured U Group
participants in enhancing their awareness to stay more fully present in the here-and-now. This
enhanced consciousness could reduce chances of individuals to get caught in mental
afflictions resulting from ruminating of the past and worrying of the future. In addition,

mindfulness practices initiated by the EMPT had increased U Group participants’ abilities to
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more easily detect and to then disengage from their mental afflictions. Consequently, the
misperceptions and confusions created by over identifying mental afflictions as reality are
reduced; while the increase in mindfulness enables the participants to stay free from the grip
of negative mental states and hence allowing the experiences of all sorts of positive existence
including calmness, clarity and so forth.

Subjective experiences with the existential component of EMPT. The existential
component of EMPT includes thematic topics and activities that are based on the big five
existential concerns (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Koole, & Solomon, 2010) explained in the
literature review chapter, which include identity, isolation, freedom, meaning, and death.
Respondents’ subjective experiences with these thematic explorations are then being
abstracted into themes.

Theme 1: The development of existential insights that positively transform how one
relates to oneself, others and the transcendent

S5 of U Group: “There were always some new ideas that I took away and reflect upon

from each class. For example, the class on “Connectedness’ really imprinted on me.

For the rest of the course, I kept coming back to this theme and keep reflecting upon

it. Not that I know how to connect yet, but it is a good start.”

In the thematic session about connection versus isolation, connectedness with oneself
and others was explored. From the above quotation, it is likely that S5 was inspired by the
exploration on “isolation versus connectedness.” This spurred him to contemplate and
reconsider the meaning of “connectedness” in his life. This may probably be the reason why
he commented that “it is a good start.” It is likely that this good start helped him to gain
existential insight.

S8 of U Group: “Before I was not aware that 1'd like to keep a distance from others.

There was one class when we need to choose to hug or shake hands with one another
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in an activity. I chose to shake hands with everyone! It dawns on me that I live with

others in parallel worlds.” (Theme of Identity and Isolation)

In the focus group interview, S8 recalled that in the thematic session about connection
versus isolation, there was an activity where each group member could choose to connect
with others by hugging, shaking hands, and smiling. Majority of the group members had
chosen hugging. S8 commented that he was the only one who chose to shake hands in that
activity and he said the activity made him realize that he had been trying to keep a distance
from the rest of the world. This is an important self-discovery in terms of existential insights
because it is the first step in the process of elevating S8 from a sense of isolation towards the
fulfilling experiences of being connected with others. This first step in the transformation of
relating to himself and others, together with his improving skills in observing and buffering
negative emotions, which were being shared in the quotation in the above section on
Subjective experiences of the practical component, complimenting each other in fostering
S8’s well-being.

S3 of U Group: “My changes are very evident after attending the program. When [

first joined, someone scolded me in my school in that very morning ... The sharing

broadened my mind ... the group sharing made me realize that each individual can
experience and see things so differently ... this makes it easier for me to let go ... it
elevates my mind.”

The above quotation shows the development of an insight regarding the equality and
validity of the subjective experiences of each individual human being. It appears that the
existential group sharing helped the participant to transform her way of relating to others. In
the sense that rather than holding on as well as getting upset about the hostility and
wrongness of her co-workers, the existential sharing of EMPT supported her to de-center

from her own righteousness and to become increasingly acceptance of people with different
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views. This transformation allows for the alleviation of the existential suffering of loneliness,
alienation and confining in the righteousness of one’s own view. In this case, the change in
how S3 relate to others also ignite a change in how she relates to herself. This loosening of
the righteousness of one’s mindset compliment well with the practice of being mindful which
requires participants to be non-judgmental, non-reactive while observing their bodily
sensations, mental states, and so forth.

S3 of U Group: “There was one class with sharing on “Life as A Visitor”; I thought

about it a lot that time, one of my previous colleagues was suddenly informed of

having a fatal illness. Then I really felt the unpredictability of life, and I felt the need
to live this moment fully.”

The thematic session about Life as A Visitor, explored the unpredictability and hence
the insecure nature of our mortality. It is evident that this sharing has a personal relevance to
S3. In the above quotation, she described her shock of knowing her colleagues having fatal
illness and she related that unexpected incident to the existential thematic sharing of EMPT.
During the Life as A Visitor session, the discussion mainly evolved around the nature of our
lives as unpredictable but that we have a tendency to want to control because we do not know
how to deal with the sense of insecurity which is embedded in the very nature of life. As a
result, one of the main priorities in our daily activities is to gain control rather than
actualizing our aspirations. S3 described in the above quotation that she had thought about
this sharing a lot. It appears that S3’s reflection helped her to relate what is happening in her
life to the existential concern of death. In doing so, she had gained an existential insight that
it is important to fully live moment-by-moment. The development of such an existential
insight allows the participant to be freer from unconscious existential anxiety, and together
with the mindfulness practices offered in EMPT, made available alternatives that enables the

participant to experience her daily living in more fulfilling ways.
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To summarize theme 1, U Group participants expressed new existential insights
relating to themselves, others, and to something transcendent. In terms of insights about
themselves, this involves a deeper understanding of oneself as well as increased introspection
towards how one’s mind work. Insights with regard to others include a deepening of
connection with others and the rest of the world; while the change in subjective experiences
in relating to the transcendent includes broadening perspectives in life, increasing abilities to
locate oneself within the larger contexts of something beyond, as well as having an increased
reflection upon how one’s daily life relates meaning in life as an individual.

It is noteworthy to point out that the gathered data showed that these three domains of
personal insights are not independent of one another. They seem to work together to
positively transform the subjective experiences of an individual. In addition, participants
reported more changes on the dimensions of relating to oneself and relating to the
transcendent; while there are less reported changes on the dimension of relating to others.
This might be due to the design of the program, which would be more closely examined in
the discussion chapter.

Theme 2: The developed existential insights foster the fulfillment of mindfulness
practices

S4 of U Group: “I learnt a lot from the theme-based group sharing. Members shared

so many things that helped me to look at the world, myself as well as the relationships

between the world and myself. These were rare opportunities for us to sit together,
reflect and share with such depth... There is this “chicken soup effect” which
continues and gradually changing my inner. Although I have not witnessed many

deaths but when [ was small, I almost died a few times due to weak heart conditions. 1

also like to dive and there was one time I almost got sucked in by water current. These

experiences are important for me to look at the meaning of my life. And the
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mindfulness energy within the group helped me to decipher my thoughts with more

depth.”

To S4, the group sharing of the intervention deepened his existential exploration.
Accordingly, sharing brought in richness to the discussion which helped him to look deeper
into his ways of relating to himself, others, and the world. In particular, S4 stressed two
points in this quotation: firstly, the group sharing spurred him to contemplate what makes his
life meaningful within the larger context of his own mortality, and secondly, this existential
contemplation became more penetrating because the group members converged with
mindfulness energy. As evident from previous quotations, the participant has developed
existential insights over the course of attending the group sharing of EMPT, and these
insights help him to gradually transform especially in relating to oneself and to the
transcendent.

It is worthy to underscore that S4 attributed the development of his transformation as
resulting from the integration of both the existential as well as the practical component of
mindfulness in EMPT. Accordingly, the resulting positive effects were experienced as
“Chicken Soup” for him. “Chicken Soup” usually is used to symbolize nourishment, healing,
and rejuvenation, which are all different labels referring to a subjective sense of well-being.
In particular, these positive transformations of his inner were possible with the application of
being mindful.

S6 of U Group: “The course helps me to realize that focusing on here-and-now

makes my life more meaningful. I feel less busy-for-no-reason nowadays --- I feel a bit

more clarity in daily living.”

Similarly, the above quotation also expressed positive effects of EMPT resulting from
an integration between the practical and the existential component of the intervention. To S6,

the experiences of being mindful of the present moment gave her clarity in daily living.
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Accordingly, this clarity of here-and-now became fulfilling for her in reference to the
meaning of her life. As with previous quotations, here is another echo of existential
component of EMPT as establishing a platform for the practical mindfulness component to
take effect in dealing with the more fundamental and universal pain which lies at the
backdrop of the existence of each individual participant (the existential concern of meaning).

S5 of U Group: “I had attended other mindfulness programs before joining this

(EMPT); but I did not know about the theory or the philosophy behind these

(mindfulness) meditations. These sharing supplemented me with rationales for doing

the mindfulness meditation.”

S5 perceived the existential component of EMPT as providing him with rationale for
practicing mindfulness. Accordingly, the group sharing guided him to develop a deeper
understanding of the mindfulness practices. From the existential exploration, S5 began to
reflect. His reflection included how his mind was working as well as what did it mean to
connect. From joining EMPT, S5 gained existential insights which helped orient him to
reflect on his way of relating to himself as well as others. It is likely that the introduction of
the existential dimension and the relevant skills to alleviate the fundamental pain of
existence, available via EMPT, strengthened his motivation to practice mindfulness.

S3 of U Group: “I have attended other mindfulness courses before I joined this one.

But I have never tried to relate mindfulness to daily happenings, like we did in this

program ... practicing mindfulness skills can help to calm me down but it alone,

cannot help me to broaden my view of life ... To me, the biggest benefit of this
program is that it enabled me to look at life with a broader perspective and difficult
situations in daily livings become not such big deal for me.”

Evidently, S3 found the existential thematic sharing to be helpful in guiding her to

broaden her life view. With existential insights, her mindfulness practices thus increasingly
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enabled her to recognize the difficulties that she faced in daily happenings (especially from
her teaching profession) were mere mental fabrications, which reminded her that these daily
aggravations could be perceived as quite minor compared to what fulfillment life could offer
to her at an existential standpoint.

To summarize theme 2, the existential component stimulated the U Group participants
to see how mindfulness skills acquired from the practical component can help to alleviate
existential sufferings, which are the root causes of numerous kinds of mental afflictions.

Conditions for successful implementation of EMPT. Data gathered from the U
Group respondents about the program underscored two conditions for successful
implementation of EMPT. The two conditions are recognition of personal relevance to the
EMPT program and tailoring the program to the diversified existential needs of participants.

Recognition of personal relevance of EMPT program. As described in the
methodology chapter, participants of the U group enrolled into the program voluntarily. They
have chosen to enroll because, individually, they were going through some transitions and/or
stressful life events. During group sharing in the EMPT sessions, individual participants had
shared their specific life challenges, which include transitions and stressful events such as
loss of close kin due to illnesses, marriage issues, stress of study and future career paths,
politics at work, emotional issues such as phobia, loneliness, and so forth. It is clear that these
participants chose to join the EMPT program because they recognized that they were in
confrontation with life circumstances that were challenging their well-being.

S1 of U Group: “These few years I had gone through a lot. I had one very close kin

who passed away of cancer ... That'’s why I said my mood was not good when I first

joined the program.”
S3 of U Group: “I joined the program when I was really upset (with work politics)

’

and I could see a change in myself from then till now.’
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S5 of U Group: “During the time when [ joined the program, [ was facing quite a lot
of pressure — from work, study as well as family.”

S6 of U Group: “Initially I joined the program hoping to learn how to relax in face of
pressure.”

S4 of U Group: “I experienced a lot of stress pushing through deadlines for my thesis

writing .... There is this unknown anxiety... Job interviewing is another thing that

caused stress, since I have very less work experiences.”

The above quotations show that participants of the U Group knew that their well-
being were being challenged and that joining EMPT was one way to seek support in times of
difficulties. Evidently, with such recognition of their own well-being status, these participants
must have better readiness and stronger motivation to engage in the program because the
program is personally relevant to them.

Tailoring diversified existential needs of participants. During the focus group
interview, it is quite apparent that several participants have been more vocal, and some
participants responded less. For example, S2, S6, S7, and S9 expressed themselves less in the
focus group interview. This suggests that the EMPT program might be more suitable for
some and less for others. The following are some quotations which allude to the issue of
diverse needs among participants.

S5 of U Group: “About outlooks of life, you need to have enough life experiences in

order to share with others. For example, I was then like that and so forth. With the

younger participants perhaps, they could only sit here and listen ... It might be harder

for them to reflect and to relate back the discussed content with their lives at this

’

young age.’

S3 of U Group: “I prefer more sessions ... because when we talk about life and also

’

about promoting well-being, it takes time... it’s a slow process.’
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S3 of U Group: “Perhaps we can have one theme on each session with regard to

knowing our mind. And these themes are closely related to ways to promote well-

being then it (the program) is even better.”

S5 of U Group: “To me, I learnt more with the second part (existential component).

Perhaps because from the sharing, I began to know more about how mind works.”

According to the above quotations, the content of the existential component should
more carefully consider the diverse background of the participants. Furthermore, participants
expressed wishes to know more about how their mind work and how these mechanisms affect
their well-being.

Themes from the KG Group. Similar to the U Group, the qualitative feedback of the
KG Group is divided into three main categories: participants’ subjective experiences with the
practical component of EMPT, participants’ subjective experiences with the existential
component of EMPT, and the conditions for successful implementation of EMPT.

Subjective experiences with the practical component of EMPT. One theme was
derived from the responses of the KG Group.

Theme: mindfulness practices perceived as a way for momentary stress relief and
relaxation

S2 of KG Group: “Although we have lots of pressure but through methods such as

Yoga and breathing (taught in classes), we can de-stress.”
S3 of KG Group: “I can use belly breathing to relax... yes. But I honestly didn't go
home and keep it up. [ mean ... after work, we all have different ways to unwind....”
S4 of KG Group: “Perhaps sleeping, playing video games, eating, watching movies

and etc. Walking out of the class, after relaxed and slept, it felt good... everything

inside slowed down for a moment.”
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In terms of in-class guided mindfulness experiences, some teacher-participants
described the practical component as creating a space and time as well as equipping them
with the techniques to relax. However, instead of being able to stay focused and to fully
connect with the present moment, this group of participants usually fell asleep after being
able to relax. From the above quotations, it is very likely that participants had not fully
experienced the states of mindfulness in the sessions. The sessions perhaps were only able to
benefit them in terms of helping them relax. In fact, the here-and-now experiences had not
been mentioned in the entire focus group interview by any participants. The possible reasons
for the ineffectiveness of the practical component of EMPT in providing mindfulness
experiences to the KG Group are further discussed in later paragraphs.

Subjective experiences with the existential component of EMPT. Due to (a) the
shortening of each session to one hour (as compared to two to two and a half hours each), (b)
the reduction of the sessions from a total of ten to eight, as well as (c) the challenges in
bringing the teacher participants out from their tunnel vision of work and work-related stress;
the original design of using group sharing to explore existential themes cannot be carried out
for the KG group. Instead, group activities and sharing evolved around releasing less
constructive emotions and establishing rapport as well as social support among the
colleagues. Nonetheless, as demonstrated in the focused group interviews, the group sharing
among the KG teacher participants were quite well received.

Theme: Emotional release and strengthening of collegiality

S5 of KG Group: “I loved the sharing the most ... I can know my colleagues much

better... really like this part.”

S9 of KG Group: “I too like the sharing part more; to me, it is a way to express and to

release my emotions.”
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S9 of KG Group: “lIt is so important for me to be able to express myself when I am not
happy. Afterwards, I will be alright. But I also need someone to listen ... to
understand me. It is as important to listen to me. I need someone to hear me.”

S8 of KG Group: “I feel... well, we stopped classes in the middle. Afterwards we kind

of picked it up... we kind of have had eight sessions completed. I am not sure if I am

more relax but, for sure, my mindset has changed as compare to the first session. ... I

mean it is because my mindset has changed, and this makes me more relax now... We

might seemingly be leaving behind all the urgent work to attend these classes but...
we gained a space for ourselves ...”

S8 of KG Group: “We spent most time on breathing exercises. Wish we have more

activities for self-understanding ... it is good, because I think we become emotional

(only) when we do not understand ourselves.”

To some teacher participants, the space created in the program acted like a hub for
momentary relaxation and emotional release; be it through strengthening a sense of
collegiality, a buffer towards stress, space for expressing, as well as processing their less
constructive mental states. Specifically, during the earlier stage of the program, the main
content of the sharing was all work-related. However, as the program progressed, participants
began to establish trust among one another as well as with the facilitator. This enabled
individual participants to open up and walk out of their professional roles to show the
authentic side of themselves during the sessions. As a result, several participants had been
able to share and to release less constructive emotions in relation to happenings in their
personal life during the latter part of the program. This showed that some participants had
begun to walk out from the professional persona and became more ready for mindfulness
practices as well as for contemplation of personal life meaning. This gradual walking out

from professional persona to disclose the more authentic selves suggests that at least some
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members of the KG Group began to shift their attention from external happenings to what
went on within themselves. For example, S8, in her quotations, admitted that her mindset had
changed, and this change somehow resulted in her being calmer. Furthermore, she developed
the insight that she needs to understand more about herself in order for better emotional
regulation. However, these changes amount to a miniature step, a step that is too insignificant
to be captured in the quantitative findings; nonetheless, it is an important step in orienting the
teacher participants towards positive change for readiness of mindfulness exploration.

Conditions for successful implementation of EMPT. Data gathered from the KG
Group respondents about the program underscored three conditions for successful
implementation of EMPT. One of them is a common theme shared with the qualitative
findings of U Group; that is, recognition of personal relevance to EMPT program. The other
two conditions include arrangement of physical environment and time arrangement.

Theme 1: Recognition of the personal relevance of the EMPT program. As previously
explained in the methodology chapter, all the teacher-participants in the KG Group were
assigned to join EMPT by their school principal. To provide more details on the background,
in the first session, all the participants came into the multifunction room without much idea
of what the intervention was about and why they were asked to join. As a result, these teacher
participants lacked an explicit sense of personal relevance for joining the program. In fact, as
the intervention progressed, these teacher-participants have had to make effort to personally
relate themselves to the program.

S! of KG Group: “I shared my experiences (of EMPT) with my husband. He said it

(mindfulness breathing) is a good thing. I also agreed although I am not good at it.”

S2 of KG Group: “Although we are mandatory in attending this program, I still feel it

is a good thing. At least we have a space to relax. It's sort of like doing Yoga which I

stopped because I am too busy.”
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S3 of KG Group: “I had done drama before; they taught us how to breath with our
bellies. Thus, when you introduced deep breathing, I can do it and can relax.”

S4 of KG Group: “I really felt reluctant to be in class in the beginning. Because

afterwards we have to go back to work. It created pressure. However, gradually I told

myself it is okay, just take it as giving myself a break.”

The above quotations alluded to the fact that being invited by higher management to
join EMPT may have undermined the possible personal relevance or perceived values of
individual participants in joining the program, to the extent that even at the end of the eight
sessions during the focus group interview, individual participants were struggling to give
personal meanings to attending the program. Evidently, establishing clear personal relevance
in joining EMPT is crucial in terms of the readiness of the participants for mindfulness
exploration. Nonetheless, it is encouraging that drawing to an end of the program, at least
some of the teacher-participants were becoming increasingly tolerant and even positive about
the program.

Theme 2: Arrangement of physical environment affects participants’ readiness to
immerse into EMPT

For the KG Group, due to all kinds of limitations, the intervention classes were held
within the kindergarten, inside the multi-functional room where staff meetings, professional
development workshops, and all other large group activities such as were being held:

S1 of KG: “There is a shortcoming of this environment. I mean if we are not doing it

in school ... Environment affects our mood. For example, if we do it at EDUHK, we

might have experienced (the program) differently.”

S4 of KG: “I mean look at these small chairs we are sitting on... 1’d rather bring a

cushion”
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S1 of KG: “If we can take off our shoes and sit on a mat... feeling relax with aromatic
therapy... this will be ideal”

S2 of KG Group: “Perhaps if we’d conducted it (EMPT) at the Education University
of Hong Kong ... yes, then we would have a different experience.”

The above quotations pointed out two challenges posed by the physical environment
arrangement. Firstly, the multi-functional room of the kindergarten contained all the cues to
remind teacher participants of work and work-related stress. This made it difficult for the
participants to disengage from work-related mental states and ease off to fully immerse into
nurturing their well-being. Secondly, the multi-functional room was always fully booked in
between sessions. This made it impossible alter the physical arrangement of the room in order
to create atmosphere that transport the teacher-participants away from the workspace to a
more relaxed environment for EMPT to take effect. As S2 expressed in her above quotation,
if the physical setting could be somewhere else other than the participants’ workplace, they
would have had different experiences with the program offered.

Theme 3: Time arrangement affects participants’ readiness to immerse into EMPT.
Similarly, due to all kinds of pragmatic limitation, the EMPT for the KG group were being
held immediately after classes, below quotations illustrated that this arrangement created
challenges for participants to disengage their minds from the work-related stress and to
immerse into the intervention program.

S4 of KG: “I might slow down after this, but it is different ... because after it you still

have to go back to work.”

S5 of KG: “There are so many things not done yet! After it (EMPT session) you have

to stay and keep working ... sometimes work very late ... when you think of this, it is

impossible to completely relax (in the session).”
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S8 of KG: “It’s almost like I have to leave something urgent in order to join (the

session) ...”"

S4 of KG Group: “In the future, perhaps run it (EMPT) during Saturdays ... when

there are no students around then maybe we will feel less tense. Really ... perhaps do

it (EMPT) in another school and during holidays.”

Accordingly, after school is the time when teacher participants have to do
preparations and follow ups with parents. To them, the one-hour existential-mindfulness
classes were perceived as disruptive to their work. Even when they felt that the one-hour
session had some benefit, these benefits vaporized and became harder for them to adjust
when they returned to the work-stress attitude in the remining of the evening. As suggested
by S4, running EMPT during weekends or parent day or even considering running it during a
long weekend might be options which could be considered.

In terms of the participants’ subjective experiences, U Group participants reported
developing important existential insights. In particular, they reported increased awareness of
the present moment as well as increased ability to disengage from and less likely to over
identify with negative mental states in relation to the practical component of EMPT. U Group
participants have reported developing existential insights that positively changed their ways
of relating to themselves, others and something more transcendent. As well they reported that
these developed existential insights fostered their sense of fulfillment in their mindfulness
practices with respect to the existential component of EMPT. KG Group participants have
reported momentary stress reduction and relaxation with respect to the practical component
of EMPT. While KG Group participants reported experiencing emotional releases and
strengthening of collegiality with respect to the existential component of EMPT.

In addressing research question four (how EMPT can be improved); both U Group

participants and KG Group participants shared valuable first-person experiences for
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consideration. One common theme derived from both groups was that recognition of personal
relevance of EMPT is important for successful implementation. U Group participants also
expressed the importance of EMPT to be tailored to diverse existential needs. KG Group
participants alluded to the fact that arrangement of time as well as physical environment can

have strong impact on participants’ readiness to immerse into the EMPT program.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

The main objectives of the current study were to design, implement, and evaluate the
existential mindfulness program for Hong Kong teachers’ well-being using both quantitative
and qualitative approaches. This chapter first discusses the findings of the current study,
followed by the implications of such findings, as well as the limitations of the current
research.

Discussion of findings of the current study

The discussion of the results is divided into three sections: namely, (1) discussion of
quantitative findings, (2) discussion of qualitative findings, and (3) integration of quantitative
and qualitative findings.

Findings of the quantitative study

Findings on mindfulness measures. Quantitative results for the U group showed
improvements in participants’ mindfulness after the intervention. In particular, “Observant”
and “Non-reactivity” were found to have significantly increased with small to medium effect
sizes, respectively. Results, thus, shown that the other three facets of mindfulness —
“Describing,” “Acting with awareness,” and “Non-judging” — did not have any statistically
significant changes. These differential results suggest that the current EMPT is more effective
in increasing certain aspects of mindfulness. In particular, the current intervention focused on
the development of self-understanding, disengaging from mental afflictions, as well as
establishing broader life views. However, the current intervention did not place emphasis on
labeling emotions, creating non-judgmental attitude, and so forth. That is, the quantitative
findings in terms of changes in mindfulness after the intervention is informative to the
limitations of the practical component of EMPT, which is further discussed under the section

on limitations of this study. In research studies, there are two common ways to interpret the
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scores of the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ): one is based on the total score
of the FFMQ and the other is to look at the five sub-scores separately. Majority of the studies
on teachers’ well-being reported the total score of FFMQ); of those which reported the sub-
scores, no consistent patterns are detectable in terms of what types of interventions are more
likely to enhance which facet/s of mindfulness measured by the sub-scores of FFMQ
(Hwang, Bartlett, Greben & Hand, 2017; Klingbeil & Renshaw, 2018). Partially, it might
have to do with the fact that the main focus of these studies is to evaluate whether the
designated interventions are effective in enhancing all kinds of well-being, such that the
question about how mindfulness and which aspects of it is being enhanced via the
interventions has not been the core constituent in these MBI studies. As EMPT is the first of
its kind available in evidence-based study, which pilots to examine the mechanism behind
how an MBI work to enhance mindfulness, the interpretation of the findings of FFMQ can be
best termed as at the explorative level. For this reason, it is not possible to compare the
findings of FFMQ with results with other MBI studies for teachers’ well-being.

No significant changes of mindfulness were found with the KG group after the
intervention. The contrast in the effectiveness of the intervention on participants’ mindfulness
between the U Group and KG Group suggests that the success of EMPT is contingent upon
specific conditions of implementations which were explained in the Results chapter of the
current thesis. Detail interpretations about such conditions are discussed in the following
section on practical implications of the study.

Overall, the above findings showed partial support to H1. The EMPT program seemed
to promote key aspects of mindfulness (observant and non-reactivity) among the U group but
not the KG group.

Findings on well-being measures. Quantitative findings have shown significant

improvements in U Group participants’ well-being and significant reduction on their ill-being
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after attending the EMPT program. Improvement in well-being was shown in the terms of the
Mental Health Continuum (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2002). In particular, emotional well-being
increased with a small effect size. Reduction in ill-being was shown in scores of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory (MBI); wherein, “Emotional Exhaustion” was decreased, and “Personal
Accomplishment” was increased, both with small effect sizes. Similarly, the results of Ultra-
Brief Screening Scale for Anxiety and Depression (PHQ-4) also indicated that EMPT has
been quite effective, with a medium effect size, in helping U Group participants to reduce
anxiety and depression. Indeed, the findings seemed to suggest that the EMPT program was
probably more effective in decreasing participants’ ill-being as compared to directly
improving their well-being. This difference is further discussed in integration with the
qualitative findings in light of the possible mechanism that brings mindfulness to benefit
well-being — bearing in mind that traditionally, mindfulness has been used to alleviate
existential sufferings. With the KG Group, quantitative results did not show significant
changes in well-being and ill-being among participants after the intervention. The above
findings addressed Research Question 2 of the current study, showing that EMPT is, in
general, effective in fostering well-being, especially by reducing ill-being. Similar to the
situation with mindfulness, the effectiveness of EMPT in fostering well-being is contingent
upon specific conditions of implementations which were explicated in the result chapter of
the current thesis. Detailed interpretations about such conditions are discussed in the
following section on practical implications of the study. All in all, the quantitative findings of
the current study show that teacher-participants’ well-being was enhanced in the U Group:
H2 is thus partially confirmed.

Findings of the qualitative study. Firstly, a recap of the main findings of the U
Group and KG Group is presented. This is followed by a detailed discussion regarding the

qualitative findings of the U Group. The detailed discussion of the findings of the U Group is
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divided into two sub-sections: detailed discussion of findings of the practical component and
detailed discussion of finding of the existential component. The qualitative findings of the
KG Group are discussed within the context of specific conditions supporting the success of
EMPT, which are presented in the section on practical implications of the study.

Taken together, the qualitative findings addressed Research Question 3 of the current
study. Evidently, EMPT has worked to ignite positive personal transformations amongst
participants. More importantly, qualitative results indicate that these positive inner
transformations resulted from both the practical component, as well as the existential
component of mindfulness. The qualitative data also shed light upon the possible
relationships between the above-said positive personal transformations and well-being.
Hence, the following discussion explores the possible mechanisms of how the positive
personal transformations, both resulting from practical as well as existential components of
the EMPT program, might have foster participants’ well-being.

Summary of the U Group findings. According to the qualitative findings of the U
Group, with respect to the practical component, participants have expressed experiencing an
increased awareness of dwelling in the present moments in their daily lives (Theme 1 of the
practical component). They also described their heightened abilities to observe their own
mental states and disengage themselves from mental afflictions. (Theme 2 of the practical
component). Both themes converged with the above discussed quantitative finding that the
“Observant” facet and the “Non-reactive” facet of mindfulness of U Group were found to be
significantly increased after the intervention. These changes allow participants to deal with
stress as well as other kinds of negative mental states with increased degree of volition,
acceptance, and flexibility. As a result, the practical component of EMPT enabled these
individuals to become calmer and more at ease. With respect to the existential component,

some participants expressed strong appreciation towards the opportunities to discuss and
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reflect upon various existential concerns. They found it helpful in guiding them to develop
existential insights, which gradually change their ways of relating to themselves, others,
and/or even changing their ways in relating to something more transcendent (Theme 1 of
existential component). Furthermore, the participants also expressed that the development of
such existential insights provide more meaning to the mindfulness practices learnt in EMPT
(Theme 2 of existential component), in the sense that the developed insights enable
individuals to enhance their self-understanding as well as to realize the importance of
exploring how to live life in more fulfilling manners, all of which tied in to being mindful.

Summary of the KG Group findings. According to the qualitative findings of the KG
Group, with respect to the practical component, the participants reported experiencing
momentary reduction of stress as well as a certain degree of relaxation. However, none of the
KG Group participants reported experiences related to the state of mindfulness, which
include sharpened awareness of the present moments, heightened concentration, and clarity
of external as well as internal happenings moment-by-moment. With respect to the group
sharing (original existential explorations were replaced by emotional support), KG Group
participants experienced a stronger sense of collegiality and group trust for emotional release.
Nonetheless, none of the participants of the group expressed any process of change in terms
of existential insights and personal changes in relating to themselves, others, and the world at
large.

Discussion of qualitative findings of the practical component. Prior to getting into
further discussion of the qualitative findings, it is better to first establish a point of reference
in terms of subjective experiences when individuals are in mindful existence. This reference
point can then serve for the discussion of the connection between subjective well-being and

mindfulness, based upon the qualitative findings of the current study.
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To understand the subjective experiences when individuals are in mindful existence,
the differences in existence between mindful versus non-mindful state is compared in the
following paragraphs. According to the qualitative findings of the practical component,
participants reported an increased awareness of the present moments, as well as strengthened
abilities to disengage from and not identify with mental afflictions. In contrast, in non-
mindful states, individuals are mostly in auto-pilot conditions, wherein they act and react
according to well-formed habituated mental patterns. Moreover, they are less aware of the
immediate environment, bodily actions, and sensations, as well as inner thoughts or feelings,
moment-by-moment.

As a result, when individuals are in a less mindful state, they are not aware of the
mechanism behind the cognizing of their own subjective realities. With low level of
awareness of such, it becomes nearly automatic for individuals to over-identify with their
immediate mental states, and hence, become over-ridden by all kinds of thoughts and
feelings. Consequently, in non-mindful states, individuals are more likely to suffer from
mental afflictions, and at the same time, they are rarely able to stay fully present in existence.
In contrast, in more mindful states, individuals are more aware of their existence in the
present moments, becoming more conscious of both the external and internal happenings in
the immediate moments. This subjective experiences of an increase in present moment
awareness had been illustrated from the qualitative results of the current study under theme 1
of the practical component of EMPT. Participants reported feeling more “sober” (S2 of U
Group) and less in “robot existence” (S6 of U Group) as they are becoming more mindful.
Being sober and less robot-like allude to a sense of clarity. A clearer mind results in the
person existing in a less confused and more settled state, which is likely to help improve

emotional well-being.
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Mindfulness also allows us to be aware of how busy our minds are with all kinds of
thoughts and feelings. Mind-wandering is the laymen term used to describe how much our
minds are in distractions with scattered thoughts and feelings in our daily existences. In
normal, less mindful states, mind-wandering is automatic. In neuropsychology this
phenomenon, which is generally experiences as mental chatter, has been termed “Default
Mode Network™ (DMN) of the brain (Raichle, MacLeod, Snyder, Powers, Gusnard, Shulman,
2001). Accordingly, this tendency of the brain’s random chattering further pulls us away from
the present moments and easily wander to ruminate the past or to worry about the future (Tao,
Liu, Zhang, Li, Qin, Yu & Jiang, 2015). The thought chatters that go on in our heads are
usually random and involuntarily. The thought chatter, coupled with the brain negativity bias
(Kiken & Shook, 2011; Norris, 2019), which is defined as human brains’ tendency to process
negative information more readily than positive information, make it almost unconscious as
well as compulsive for individuals in normal and less mindful sates to over-identify with
negative thoughts and feelings as if they are the absolute reality. This is probably the reasons
why it seems difficult for many individuals to disengage from negative mental states, which
definitely undermines one’s well-being; and mindfulness meditations have been documented
to be able to reduce activities of the DMN (Garrison, Zeffiro, Scheinost, Constable, &
Brewer, 2015).

Other than helping us to become aware of the nature of mental chatter, mindfulness
also brings in a non-engaging and yet acceptance attitude towards the arising of all kinds of
mental states. As illustrated by the qualitative results of the current study under theme 2 of
the practical component of EMPT, the ability to detect and disengage from arising mental
states reduced distractions as well as reduced over-identification with negative mental
afflictions. For instance, participants reported being able to “not resenting or rejecting” the

fear attacks (S8 of U Group), and S4 of U Group used the analogy of pressing F5 to re-boot
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his mind in order to discern himself from anxiety. In a direct sense, the mindful ability to
disengage from mental chattering and brain’s negativity bias can directly be fostered by one’s
emotional well-being; in a deeper sense, the ability to break away from mental afflictions as
well as the ability to be aware of how one’s mind is working strengthen the sense of volition
and self-understanding. In the long run, the development of self-understanding and volition,
which is opposite to the quality of unawareness and compulsiveness experienced during non-
mindful states, is promising for nurturing eudaimonic well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2006; Marko
& Petra, 2015).

Generally speaking, the practical component of EMPT enabled participants to
counterbalance human brain’s negativity bias as well as the random and involuntarily mental
chatter via practicing dwelling in the present moments. In addition, the practical component
helped participants to detect and to discern from mental afflictions, and thus, strengthened their
sense of volition and self-understanding. These might well be part of the mechanics of how
being mindful fosters mental well-being.

Discussion of findings of the existential component. In the section on existentialism
in the literature review chapter, there are five main existential concerns that have been
empirically studied; they are death, isolation, identity, freedom, and meaning, respectively
(Koole, Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 2006). Accordingly, these big five existential concerns
encapsulated the universal existential insecurities that all human beings are confronted with.
Evidently, these existential insecurities can undermine various domains of well-being
(Cavers, Hacking, Erridge, Kendall, Morris and Murray, 2012; Ownsworth & Nash, 2015).
However, although important to human’s well-being, existential concerns are not usually
salient in our daily living. That is, such concerns can be the very core to our existence yet
hidden in the background against other happenings that call for immediate attention in our

daily lives. Majority of us would not become proactive and seek to explore our existential
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insecurities; in fact, the literature of experimental existential psychology (XXP) points out
that we are likely to avoid these inevitable but anxiety provoking existential concerns until
they confront us in the form of existential threats, which can be defined as life crisis that call
in doubts a person’s understanding of himself/herself as well as his/her understanding of the
world (Koole, Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 2006). Thus, in order for well-being to flourish,
exploring existential concerns is fundamentally very useful. In other words, the well-being of
humans can be further enhanced when individuals are more equipped to become aware of and
to deal with existential insecurities. The existential component of the EMPT program in the
current study has been designed based on such rationale.

In the following paragraphs, further discussion of qualitative findings evolving around
the two themes of the existential component are addressed using the framework of
experimental existential psychology (refer to the literature review about existentialism).

According to the qualitative findings of the U Group, with respect to the existential
component, participants reported developing existential insights that positively transform how
they relate to themselves, others, and something more transcendent (theme 1 of existential
component); as well, they reported that their developed existential insights helped fostering a
sense of fulfillment in practicing mindfulness (theme 2 of the existential component).

Since existential threat refers to the need for a person to doubt and hence to re-consider
his/her existing understanding of himself/herself as well as his/her existing understanding of
the world, logically, when the U Group participants were exploring existential concerns at a
personal level, then the discussions were likely to prompt them to examine how they are
relating to themselves, others, and the world. This is exactly what had been reported by the
participants when they were asked to comment on their personal transformations resulting from
the existential discussion offered in the program. For example, the existential thematic

exploration helped S5 of U Group to process his feeling of isolation and he was beginning to
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realize the need to connect both to himself and to others. Similarly, to S8 of the U Group, the
existential component of EMPT has enabled him to realize that he had always kept emotional
distance from others. Apparently, the exploration of the existential concerns, specifically of the
concern of isolation versus connectedness, has impacted on the EMPT participants, in the sense
that they are starting to reflect on their own existential sense of isolation as well as their own
need for connection. As already explained in the literature review, developing existential
insights at a personal level brings in fulfillment and meaning to individuals’ lives.

Other than the existential concern of isolation, the existential concern of death was
also elaborated during the focus group interview. For instance, S3 of U Group was impressed
by the fragility and unpredictability of life. She processed this existential discussion with the
incident of a colleague’s sudden discovery of terminal illness, and she developed the insight
that she realized that it is important for her to live every moment of her life fully. Similarly,
S4 of U Group also reported pondering about his near-death experiences and processing these
experiences in the group sharing helped him to place the meaning of his life in better
perspective. In exploring the most fundamental concern of death, the EMPT program
empowered the participants to confront this ultimate insecurity and, at the same time, reflect
on how they want to live their lives perhaps differently and in more personally meaningful
manners. Research in XXP has repeatedly shown that the more people suppress their
insecurities over their mortality, the more unprepared they are in confrontation of such
(Burke, Martens & Faucher, 2010; Martens, Burke, Schimel, & Faucher, 2011; Finch,
Iverach, Menzies & Jones, 2016). As “existential philosophers have maintained, existential
concerns exert a pervasive influence on human regardless of whether people realize it or not”
(Koole, Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 2006). Therefore, being able to explore and to process

existential concerns in relation to a person’s life is ultimately beneficial for well-being.
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From the qualitative findings of the current study, there is a promising possibility that
conscious processing of death enables conscious living, and thus add on meaning as well as
increase volition to life’s choices. As described in the literature review, research has shown
that conscious processing of a person’s mortality helps to lower their psychological defenses;
as well, it was found that individuals with higher trait mindfulness spent longer time writing
about their own deaths as compared to those with lower trait mindfulness, when given the
opportunity to do so (Niemiec, Brown & Kashdan, Cozzolino, Breen & Levesque-Bristol,
2010). This piece of research suggests that there exist mental benefits for individuals to
consciously address existential concerns and that being more mindful possibly means being
more willing as well as equipped to address these fundamental issues. The data from the
current study is converging to such notion by showing that the existential component of
EMPT is effective in supporting participants to become aware of and the reflect upon how
various existential concerns personally relate to them; and in so doing helps to deepen their
self-understanding and to better orient the ways they relate to themselves, others, and even to
the world at large.

Aside from offering opportunities and tools for participants to discuss and reflect
upon existential concerns in relation to their personal lives, the existential component of
EMPT also underscored the importance of framing individuals’ lives within the bigger picture
of the rest of the world, embracing uncertainties as a way to appreciate the beauty of life, and
realizing how being aware of our own mental processes free us from compulsion to
overidentify with our thoughts and feelings. According to the qualitative results, these kinds
of framing seem to have supported participants positively to process their existential concerns
and insecurities in the program. For instance, S3 of U Group reported that the existential
discussion on different worldviews have broadened her mind by supporting her to see that

how individuals can derive very different subjective experiences while facing the same
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external conditions. According to S3, this insight empowered her to let go of her own
opinions more easily. This letting go means freedom from rigidness and compulsion of her
mental afflictions, which enhances her well-being.

Taken together, the existential component of EMPT enabled the development of
existential insights among participants. These insights appear to bring about positive changes
in ways that the participants relate to themselves, others, and even to something more
transcendent. The resulting inner changes signify deepened self-understanding and increase
volition with more conscious mental processing, as well as being able to frame an
individual’s life within the bigger picture of the rest of the world—all of which are likely to
foster well-being.

Not only did the participants of the U Group develop existential insights, but they also
reported that these insights made mindfulness practices more fulfilling and meaningful to
them (theme 2 of the existential component). For instance, S4 described the effects of the
existential component of EMPT as “Chicken Soup.” In addition, the mindful practices
allowed him to discern from his mental states and to decipher his own mental processes more
effectively. Firstly, the chicken soup effect analogy seems to be referring to an inner
nourishment resulting from discussing about existential concerns. Secondly, the mindfulness
practices become more meaningful to S4 because he can now use mindfulness to better
develop existential insights. S4’s subjective experiences converge with the findings of the
abovementioned study wherein individuals with higher trait mindfulness tended to spend
more time writing about their own deaths (Niemiec, Brown & Kashdan, Cozzolino, Breen &
Levesque-Bristol, 2010), that somehow, being more mindful better prepare us to explore our
existential needs and insecurities.

According to the qualitative findings of the current study, it is likely that mindfulness

practices empowered him with a strengthened sense of volition and better self-understanding
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to consciously address existential concerns that are fundamentally influential to our lives in
terms of securities and meaningfulness. This alluded to the intricate nature of mindfulness
practices and existential exploration: on one hand mindfulness practices support individuals
to explore their existential needs, and on the other hand, existential explorations provide
signposts for individuals to appreciate the deeper meaning of being more mindful. For
instance, S5 of U Group reported that he had attended other mindfulness courses prior to
EMPT and found those classes useful for stress reduction. However, the existential
component of EMPT provided him with the rationale behind being mindful. In this sense,
exploration of existential concerns in the program is perceived as providing the backbone for
participants to practice mindfulness. Similarly, S3 pointed out that she also had joined other
mindfulness courses prior to EMPT. She found the existential component of EMPT useful in
helping her to relate mindfulness practices to her daily livings. Accordingly, this is because
the existential exploration inspired her to frame her life within broader perspectives and
thereby making her life’s miseries relatively trivial. A study has shown that non-attachment
mediates mindfulness and well-being (Whitehead, Bates, Elphinstone, Yang & Murray,
2019). Non-attachment, in essence, is the ability to letting go of one’s thoughts and feelings
rather than getting compulsively engulfed by these mental states. When it is easier for a
person to let go of his/her thoughts or feelings, then it becomes easier to be more mindful and
mental afflictions would gradually lose their power. The increase ability to disengage from
mental afflictions reported by U Group participants is definitely allowing these individuals to
become one step closer to non-attachment, which is found to be important in fostering well-
being.

To summarize, the existential component seems to be effective in supporting
participants to consciously address existential insecurities, thereby deepening self-

understanding and re-thinking how to live as well as how to relate. The conscious processing
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of how to relate to themselves, others, and to the world in large allows the participants to
firstly, frame their lives within the bigger picture of other lives; and, in so doing, make non-
attachment easier. Secondly when existential concerns are being consciously dealt with, the
participants experienced the power of self-understanding and volition to live life fuller.
Moreover, they gained a deeper appreciation of being mindful as enabling them to deepen
their self-discovery. These insights can help to diminish existential insecurities and to gain an
increased sense of self-empowerment amongst the participants of EMPT. Although the
current research is merely a miniature first step towards understanding of how existential
exploration compliment mindfulness practices, this might help to orient future MBI research
for well-being to a new direction. Furthermore, the current study could contribute to
revolutionize the way mindfulness is being secularized and adapted for various well-being
interventions, in the sense that careful consideration should be made before reducing
mindfulness into mere skill-based practices and adopted to become a component of a specific
therapeutic interventional framework. According to the initial findings of this study, such
approach in MBIs development might eliminate important active ingredients of mindfulness,
and thus, undermine its positive impacts on well-being.

Implications of current study

The following discussions attempt to explore the possible implications of the current
research to future interventions (practical implications) as well as to future research
(theoretical implications).

Practical implications of current study. As explained in the literature review
chapter, the existing mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) for promotions of teachers’
well-being have three main limitations. Firstly, these major mindfulness-based interventions
(SMART, CARE and MBWE) are only making use of the practices of the mindfulness skills

while leaving the existential base of mindfulness unrecognized and non-utilized. Secondly,
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these interventions have taken a narrower stance of professional development in the
promotion of teachers’ well-being. In the sense that the MBIs are designed to improve a few
specific psychological functioning such as emotional regulations, social competencies, and
teachers’ efficacy; this narrow stance in MBI development has left a broad range of potential
benefits of mindfulness to well-being unactualized. Thirdly, the current study contributes to
the practical designing and implementation of MBI for teachers’ well-being by shedding light
upon the conditions to be considered for future improvement of the design and
implementation of EMPT.

Firstly, to date, EMPT is the first attempt in giving back the rich existential
component to the secular usage of skill-based mindfulness interventions. The evidence of
positive effects of EMPT on participants’ well-being strongly suggests that skill-based
practices of mindfulness should be supplemented with existential exploration. That is, future
MBIs should avoid reducing mindfulness into mere skill-based practices and that future
MBIs should adopt existential insights development as an integral part of secular mindfulness
in the process of applying mindfulness to well-being interventions.

Moreover, the current study illustrated that addressing existential concerns in a
personally relevant manner can work intricately with the skill-based practices of mindfulness
to foster well-being. Had the duration of the intervention been longer with take-home
exercises for consolidation, the positive effects of EMPT might have been more significant
and more permeating. The gradual inner changes, gathering of insights, shift in life
perspective, and so forth require time and sustainable support. In the future, the improvement
of the existential component of EMPT may lead to greater and more comprehensive impact
of MBIs for teachers’ well-being.

Secondly, in contrast with the narrower stance that is taken by the existing MBIs for

teachers’ well-being, which usually focused on improving a few specific psychological
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functioning at the expense of neglecting a wide range of positive impacts, the promising
results of EMPT supported our claim that an intervention which adopts broader stance of self-
growth in professional development, like EMPT, is likely to generate a wider range of
positive impacts on teachers’ well-being. To illustrate, EMPT supported the development of
presence awareness, disengagement from mental afflictions, existential insights, and self-
understanding, all of which are beneficial to an overall well-being in a permeating manner.
Furthermore, when teachers are in flourishing existence, with better self-understanding and
better prepared to address existential anxieties, they are in a better position to embrace all
kinds of possible challenges in their professional lives. EMPT helps to demonstrate that a
more self-growth based MBI for teachers may have advantages over the specific ones which
adopt a narrower professional development stance.

Aside from contributing to establishing a self-growth approach to current teachers’
professional development, the current study also contributed to providing evidence-based
professional development program for teachers. According to a recent research review of
available professional development for teachers’ health in Australia, mindfulness
development was found to be the most common topic covered (Corbett, Phongsavan, Peralta
& Bauman, 2021). Accordingly, majority of these teachers’ professional development for
wellbeing did not specify the theoretical framework underpinning their program designs. In
other words, the development and implementation of these professional development
programs were unlikely to be guided by any testable theoretical frameworks. In addition, it is
found that the effectiveness of these programs had not been scientifically evaluated.
Unfortunately, similar kinds of research review are not available for Hong Kong professional
development for teachers’ wellbeing. However, given the scanty research conducted in the
domain of teachers’ wellbeing in Hong Kong, it is unlikely that the local evidence-based

programs are more proliferating than in Australia. Therefore, the current study is amongst the
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forerunners in contributing to evidence-based professional development program for
teachers’ wellbeing in Hong Kong. The current study provided theoretical underpinning to
the development of EMPT; as well, the study provided evaluations towards the design and
implementation of the program.

Thirdly, although the findings of the current study illuminated promising effects of
EMPT, the findings also pointed to various aspects of EMPT that require improvement and
more careful considerations. More specifically, the quantitative findings of the current study
showed that EMPT was effective in enhancing mindfulness and well-being for the U Group
but was not effective in doing so for the KG Group; while the qualitative findings of both
groups are helpful for shedding light upon specific conditions necessary for EMPT to impact
on participants’ mindfulness and well-being. The success of EMPT in the U Group as
compared to its relative lack of success KG Group provides a valuable lesson for future
design and implementation of similar interventions. Possible reasons for this discrepancy
would be explained in more details in the coming paragraphs; nonetheless, it is worthy to
note that one of the many differences between the U Group and the KG Group is in age and
life experience. Due to the non-random sampling, the mentioned difference could be one of
the confound affecting the differential effectiveness of the EMPT program between the two
groups of participants. The coming paragraphs would be devoted to discerning the conditions
necessary for successful delivery of EMPT.

Overall speaking, the current study contributes to future MBIs for teachers’ well-
being by drawing attention to the following three aspects of support for EMPT to be
effective: (1) helping teachers-participants to recognize the personal relevancy of the
intervention, (2), tailoring the existential exploration to diverse needs of individuals
participants, and (3) recognizing and minimizing external factors that can hinder teachers-

participants in full immersion into the mindfulness intervention.
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The following observations led to some recommendations for the improvement of
EMPT: first, due to the differences in the process of participants’ recruitment between the U
Group and the KG Group (refer to methodology chapter for recruitment details), the
participants of the KG Group were unclear of how EMPT could be relevant to their personal
well-being. Consequently, these participants expressed more struggles in trying to make sense
of the intervention. As well, they were less enthusiastic about attending the intervention
because they had not discovered the personal relevance of the program. Therefore, for future
improvement, it is recommended that the design of EMPT shall include a few preliminary
sessions for introducing mindfulness and well-being. In addition, these preliminary sessions
shall include activities that support the participants to link the program with their personal
well-being agenda. Second, participants from the U Group had pointed out that the materials
used to inspire existential exploration might be more relevant to individuals who either have
affinities towards philosophy or who have had gone through many life challenges.

In light of this, it is recommended that the design of EMPT shall be improved by
tailoring to diverse needs of individual participants. For instance, placing the focus on
participants’ thoughts and feelings about their own well-being may be a good start off point
to relate to existential concerns which are more immediately relevant at individual level.
Third, the current study pointed out the importance of creating an environment within which
teachers’ participants can feel relax and being able to let go of their professional persona.
Apparently, these conditions are the precursors for participants to be able to enter the states of
mindfulness. For this reason, running the intervention in the workplace, attending the
sessions in between their work and failing to create a refreshing setting are a few suggestions
for implementation improvement.

To summarize, the practical implications of this study include the success of

reintegrating development of existential insights at a personal level with the skill-based
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practices of mindfulness, the promising positive impact of a MBI that does not add on non-
mindful elements in its design on teachers’ well-being, the illustration of the benefit of
adopting a broader stance of teachers’ professional development as well as shedding light
upon the necessary conditions that support success of similar interventions.

Theoretical implications of current study. There are two main theoretical
implications of the study. Firstly, this study orients future research of MBIs on well-being
towards the mechanism as well as the positive impacts of integrating existential exploration
with mindfulness practices. Secondly, this study extended MBI research to teachers as past
studies have mostly focuses on its efficacy in clinical settings.

There exists a volume of mindfulness research examining the beneficial effect as well
as the mechanism of mindfulness. These studies typically either compare non-meditators with
meditators; or they directly investigate the neurobiology of meditators (Brandmeyer,
Delorme, & Wahbeh, 2019; Chiesa & Serretti, 2010; Newberg, Wintering, Waldman, Amen,
Khalsa & Alavi, 2010; Tang, Holzel & Posner, 2015). Studies comparing meditators to non-
mediators use statistical models to test possible psychological attributes that mediate
mindfulness and well-being. The psychological attributes being selected for examination are
mostly theory driven. The studies done on neurobiology of meditators are informative at the
structural level but only inferential at the level of psychological functioning and processing.

Arguably, both types of mindfulness research have their limitations in understanding
the process of mindfulness development and its effect on psychological functioning,
especially among non-meditators. In this sense, studying the mechanism of mindfulness,
especially of how the development of existential insights compliment skill-based mindfulness
practices, in secular usage is promising to illuminate how to better adopt mindfulness to
secular usage on well-being. As of to date, there has not been study of mindfulness-based

intervention that focus particularly on examining the mechanism of how mindfulness work in
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developing a better sense of well-being among non-meditators. One possible reason of the
lack of such an MBI study might be because majority of the existing MBIs developed for
well-being have added non-mindful components into their programs, which make it harder to
identify the unique effect of mindfulness on well-being — let alone being able to examine the
mechanism behind (Harrington& Loffredo, 2010; Purser & Milillo, 2015). EMPT is an MBI
for teachers’ well-being that has not add any non-mindful component into its design.
Moreover, EMPT is designed to return the rich existential component of its traditional origin,
back to the secularized application of mindfulness practices, and hopefully, thereby piloting
future MBI studies to research on to better make use of the active ingredients of mindfulness
in a well-being intervention.

The existing research on teachers’ well-being, by and large, focuses on studying the
effects of different kinds of MBIs. These MBIs differ widely, first, in the proportion of skill-
based mindfulness practices in comparison to other non-mindful elements of treatment, and
second, these interventions make use of as well as integrate mindfulness practices into their
programs in diverse manner. Consequently, it becomes extremely challenging to compare the
effectiveness across these MBIs (Klingbeil & Renshaw, 2018). The current program (EMPT),
although placing mindfulness in a secular context, is designed in accord with the
underpinning of the Buddhist tradition, which includes skill-based practices on mindfulness
that are being experienced within the larger context of Buddhists’ view on how to alleviate
existential sufferings. The only secularization made of EMPT, is the replacing of Buddhists’
philosophy, with open-ended exploration of existential concerns, in accord with individuals’
personal affinities. Unlike the existing MBIs for teachers’ well-being that have added non-
mindful components which adhere to different philosophical/theoretical underpinnings into
their interventions, EMPT is the first of its kind that has not include any confounding

interventional elements into the program design. In this way, whatever interventional effects
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obtained could be more confidently attributed to the contribution of mindfulness training in
the program.

In this sense, compared to the existing MBIs for teachers’ well-being, the unique
design of EMPT allows future research of it to systematically manipulate the EMPT
ingredients with active controls in order to closely examine its impact on various aspects of
teachers’ well-being. This could also allow for more scientific comparisons, and thus, better
understanding of how MBIs promote well-being among teachers.

To summarize the theoretical implications of the current study, it extends the teachers’
well-being literature by, first, calling the attention to the possibility of utilizing cost effective
MBIs as a major mean to foster teachers’ well-being. Second, this study alluded to the
promising potential of integrating the existential aspect and the practical aspect of
mindfulness in the development of MBI for teachers’ well-being. Specifically, such an
integration might enrich a more encompassing range of teachers’ well-being with
sustainability. In addition, the promising positive effect of EMPT paved the way for future
research focusing on investigating the mechanism of how mindfulness work in MBI in
promoting various kinds of well-being, especially in relation to the re-integration of
existential exploration with the skill-based practices of mindfulness.

Limitations of current study

As promising as the current study is, with its incremental contribution towards
research in mindfulness as well as to research on teachers’ well-being, it is essential to
identify limitations of the study. In particular, the discussion on limitations of the current
study has two foci; namely, limitations relating to the intervention and limitations related to
the methodology.

Limitations related to the intervention. The EMPT is an initial attempt towards a

low-cost, flexible, and sustainable program for promoting well-being of teachers. Although
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the results showed some positive impact, there exist limitations which need to be overcome in
order to improve the intervention in the future. The following paragraphs focus on discussing
such limitations based on the findings of the current research study.

With regard to the existential component of the current EMPT, findings suggest that
participants seem to be more affected by some particular topics and less by others. For
example, participants have expressed personal relevance with topics such as death, isolation,
and meaning. However, none of the participants mentioned topics of identity and freedom.
This is indicative that the five main existential concerns have not been addressed equally and
systematically enough in the current EMPT. Perhaps, in the future refinements of the EMPT,
researchers can include topics that explore professional and personal identities. Future studies
can also delve into the existential concern for freedom by exploring topics related to the
importance of developing autonomy within an individual’s life. Developing an awareness of
how identities shape our thoughts and feelings is helpful for deepening self-understanding as
well as for strengthening mindfulness practices.

With regard to the practical component of the current EMPT, out of the four domains
of mindfulness (body, sensations, mind, and phenomena), majority of the mindfulness
practices are only focused on the body and the mind. Sensation and phenomena are left
uncovered. The leaving out of the other two mindfulness domains can weaken the impact of
mindfulness practices. In addition, the current existential component could incorporate more
learning materials with multi-sensory modalities. The purpose of such is to enhance the
participants’ authentic experiences with existential explorations, since the findings showed
that some participants, especially those who have had lesser life experiences, might have
found the existential component less personally relevant. Therefore, on top of the usage of

Ted Talks, books, and group activities as a base for sharing, other sensory modalities could be
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utilized in existential-based activities, including sand drawing, nature-related explorations,
and multi-media short stories, among others.

Aside from above specific limitations, there are two more general ones which are as
follows: The current EMPT is heavily dependent upon the facilitators for effective program
implementation, and it lacks daily based activities to consolidate both existential exploration
as well as mindfulness practices. Recall that the basic structure of EMPT consists of ten
sessions, two hours each. Each session is approximately equally divided into two parts: first
half on existential group sharing and the latter half on mindfulness practices. The existential
component is heavily dependent on the skills of the facilitator in scaffolding the group
discussions. Similarly, the practical component contains different kinds of mindfulness
activities, which solely depended on the guidance of the facilitator. This implies that the
program can become costly due to its labor-intensive nature.

Moreover, additional training for facilitators might be necessary in order to maintain
the quality of the current intervention. To go beyond this limitation, more in-class written
materials should be prepared for each session. These written exercises should be well
structured to help guide participants to deepen their reflection as well as discussion over
various existential concerns. Furthermore, specific written exercises should be designed for
the purpose of bridging the existential discussion to the mindfulness practices.

Aside from integrating written exercises into the structure of EMPT, it is essential to
incorporate daily out-of-class miniature activities for participants to extend the existential-
mindfulness practices to their daily lives. This is because the design of the current EMPT has
not taken into the consideration of the sustainability and the possible development of long-
term benefits of the EMPT to participants’ well-being after the intervention. For instance,
findings of the current study showed that EMPT has been effective in enhancing emotional

well-being but not psychological well-being. It is likely because psychological well-being



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS 106

takes more time and effort to nurture as compare to emotional enhancement. Psychological
well-being involves the development of a healthy sense of self (Ryff, 2014), which probably
takes more than ten sessions to establish. Particularly, it takes long-term integration of
mindfulness into a person’s daily living for the building up of psychological well-being. In
this sense, the incorporation of daily out of class miniature activities should be helpful not
just to consolidate the in-class learning experiences but also to help participants to establish a
new behavioral repertoire that can strengthen the reservoir of existential-mindfulness well-
being.

Limitations related to the methodology. Adhering to the main purpose of the current
research as evaluating the design and implementation of a newly developed mindfulness-based
intervention (EMPT) for teachers’ wellbeing, the study has inherited shortfalls associated with
program evaluation such as practical challenges in random assignment, small sample size,
variations in the implementation process and the uncertainties surrounding the issue of what to
measure and how (Lipsey & Cordray, 2000). Nonetheless, the potential practical contributions
of developing and delivering an effective intervention to promote teachers’ wellbeing,
outweighed challenges associated with program evaluations. Such challenges could be
overcoming by improvement measures made in future research based on the lesson of
limitations learnt from the current study. For instance, several limitations of the research studies
have been repeatedly underscored to have undermined the evidence quality. Such limitations
include the diversity of the MBI content, small sample size, the negligence of the importance
of intervention fidelity, the lack of active control groups, the tendency to overly rely on self-
report measures as well as the issue of the sustainability of the interventional effects (Hwang,
Bartlett, Greben & Hand, 2017; Emerson, Leyland, Hudson, Rowse, Hanley & Hugh-Jones,

2017).
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Overall, the evidence quality of the current research should be evaluated in the light of
these issues. Pertaining to the diversity of the content of the existing MBIs, as explained in the
literature review chapter, majority of the mainstream MBIs for teachers have added non-
mindfulness components in their programs in diversified ways. In contrast, the current EMPT
program has not included any additional non-mindfulness component, which simplified the
issue. However, small sample size has limited the kinds of statistical analysis that could be
conducted for the current study. Hence, future relevant research should seriously consider to
overcoming the challenge of recruitment with better planning.

With intervention fidelity, the current research has provided a program protocol. However,
other measures such as standardizing the learning materials, recording the interventions
sessions for cross-checking of implementation quality and so forth were not being included in
the current research. Hence, future research on EMPT should consider integrating these
measures to improve intervention fidelity. In terms of lack of active control groups, the current
study adopted the pre- and post-intervention design. In order to enhance quality of evidence
there is a need to design studies on EMPT that enable comparisons to be made between active
control group and the interventional group. With respect to the choice of measures, the current
research used self-report measures in mix mode design. This triangulation in data enhanced the
reliability of the study and self-report measures were adopted because the study is focusing on
teachers’ mental wellbeing, which requires to tap into individuals™ subjective experiences.
Future research in this area could also consider adding other measures such as coworkers’
rating and students’ rating of the teachers to strengthen the triangulation.

Finally, measuring the sustainability of an intervention for promoting wellbeing is
important. Although, a post-intervention focus group interview was conducted for both the KG
Group and the U Group, no other follow up measures were administered. It is strongly

recommended that future research studies to include follow up measures of whether
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participants continue to engage in mindfulness-related meditative practices, to engage in
existential reflection and these practices relate to their wellbeing.

In particular, more specific discussion on the limitations of the research as an attempt to
examine the effectiveness of an existential-mindfulness program for teachers’ well-being will
focus on three points, namely, the need for more rigorous randomized control designs, the need
to conduct individual interviews following the focus group interviews, and the need to conduct
follow up on participants’ mindfulness and well-being after an extensive period.

Recall that the current study uses a mixed-methods design. Due to logistic challenges
during the study, a randomized control trial could not be implemented. This highly restricted
the interpretations of the findings of the current study. To illustrate, with a randomized
experimental design, it is possible to determine the causal relationship between the
mindfulness intervention (EMPT) and the subsequent well-being of the participants.
Moreover, by adding randomized active control groups such as one that only contains the
practical component of EMPT and another one that only contains the existential component
of EMPT, these active control conditions can act as a comparison to the standard EMPT
program. This will enable researchers to disentangle the specific effects of the practical and
existential components of the program. Therefore, in light of this major limitation of the
current study, future studies may use randomized experimental designs.

As for the qualitative methodology, although focus group interviews are very useful in
gathering wide range of participants’ subjective experiences in joining EMPT, more in-depth
follow ups are needed in order to gather specific details about these subjective experiences.
Due to the nature of focus group interviews, there is an inherent difficulty in balancing the
desire to capture diversity in opinions with the goal of deepening one’s understanding of
individual’s subjective experiences. Therefore, future studies can consider the use of

individual interviews. Perhaps, it might be better to first conduct focus group interviews to
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collect a wider range of opinions, thoughts, and feelings about EMPT; then, select some
participants to invite for in-depth individual interviews. Selection could be prioritized by
choosing those who need to follow up for elaboration as well as in choosing to invite those
who had not expressed much during the focus group interviews.

Lastly, the current study duration was confined to a limited time period. Delayed post-
tests might be needed (e.g., 3-month and 6-month follow-ups). These follow-ups can provide
valuable information about the sustainability of the EMPT intervention effects. Aside from
distributing inventories measuring well-being and mindfulness, these long-term post
intervention follow-ups could also obtain additional information about participants’ intentions
to continue practicing mindfulness and other relevant existential concerns. In this way, longer
term effect of EMPT on participants’ mindfulness and well-being could be studied and further
recommendations for program improvement could be developed.

Conclusion

To conclude, the present study pioneered the development and validation of an
existential mindfulness program for Hong Kong teachers (EMPT). Quantitative results
provided partial evidence to show that EMPT could lead to increased mindfulness and well-
being and reduced ill-being for the participants, especially among the university group.
Qualitative results indicated that the participants developed numerous personal insights as a
result of the EMPT. This shows the value of integrating both existential and practical
mindfulness components in the EMPT program. The study’s unique theoretical contribution
lies in the integration of the existential perspective to mindfulness interventions which
enriches existing literature which have mostly focused on the practical but not the existential
aspect of mindfulness. Moreover, past work on mindfulness have mostly focused on clinical
populations and this study shows its relevance to teachers. In terms of practice, the EMPT

seems to hold promise as a cost-effective and sustainable intervention for teachers. Perhaps,
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training teachers in mindfulness and helping them generate existential insights can facilitate

their well-being and reduce ill-being in the midst of a challenging profession.
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Appendix A: FFMQ inventory

Please rate each of the following statements using the scale provided. Choose the number that
best describes your own opinion of what is generally true for you.

AR L NE T ESAGTE MG - SFERR T CEETANER S -

1 2 3 4 5
never or very rarely | rarely true | sometimes true often true very often or
true B HLEFE EHEFFE always true
— AT S Sl

_ 1. When I’m walking, I deliberately notice the sensations of my body moving.
FEATHER: - ER BRI R ES T RIS -
2. I’'m good at finding words to describe my feelings.
PAE R Eafm A B RR -
3. Icriticize myself for having irrational or inappropriate emotions.
HHEEHCEAHENEE A GENEFENEREC -
4. I perceive my feelings and emotions without having to react to them.
HEEHEH CHIBENFR > HRA DT EHE -
__ 5. When I do things, my mind wanders off and I’m easily distracted.
FERMCRAYRT: > BREEHEEM - T LIRS Bt -
6. When I take a shower or bath, I stay alert to the sensations of water on my body.
TESERRT » WE O TN E SRR -
7. Ican easily put my beliefs, opinions, and expectations into words.
WREHEE AR ZE CiED ~ BUREDURITE -
_ 8. I don't pay attention to what ’'m doing because I’'m daydreaming, worrying, or
otherwise distracted.
AR B HCAERTESRR - EERNBIEZREHE > FFEESO LIS
5'?\ °
9. I'watch my feelings without getting lost in them.
HWREBZ H CRIIESE - AR -
~10. Itell myselfI shouldn’t be feeling the way I’'m feeling.
HEFEC - WAEZE BB -
__11. I'notice how foods and drinks affect my thoughts, bodily sensations, and emotions.
WHEEIEYMEUEHE 2 2L Ty B4 - BAGHRERITEERY -
_12. It’s hard for me to find the words to describe what I’'m thinking.
HEEL R TR AT S AT -
_ 13, T am easily distracted.
BARB S 5300
14, I'believe some of my thoughts are abnormal or bad and I shouldn’t think that way.
WA Ry — L Y ~ Y PN EZANEAE -

15. I pay attention to sensations, such as the wind in my hair or sun on my face.
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WEEERI L SASRE - thal - (R IRAYERES ~ ot IR E R iR LAY
%ﬁ» °
_____16. I'have trouble thinking of the right words to express how I feel about things.
BAREE A SR S B AR B I A EYRIRAZ -
_17. I'make judgments about whether my thoughts are good or bad.
e E CHV AR B IERY -
__18. Ifind it difficult to stay focused on what’s happening in the present.
HEEPIERE DB M EERT S AERE L -
___19. When I have distressing thoughts or images, I “step back” and am aware of the
thought or image without getting
taken over by it.
ERALGHEIESRESE > WG R WA AR R, M
AL -

20. I pay attention to sounds, such as clocks ticking, birds chirping, or cars passing.

WETE L& > thy : RREARER « /NSHYHIER - sE E RS

=
_21. Indifficult situations, I can pause without immediately reacting.

FEREAIER T - FKEEE—T - A EMHRIE -

22. When I have a sensation in my body, it’s difficult for me to describe it because I
can’t find the right words.

BAREE T & AR 5B AR 20 B RGP IR BRSNS, -
23, Itseems I am “running on automatic” without much awareness of what I’'m doing.
HAF BRI AR S — SRR 15 - WD A R EHEETHYIERE -
_24 When I have distressing thoughts or images, I feel calm soon after.
» AR AR BB SR - EEIRIRIRIE TR -
_25 I tell myself I shouldn’t be thinking the way I’m thinking.
HENKEC > TATEZ A REAERYEREE -
___26. Inotice the smells and aromas of things.
PR 2L F [ (B — LR PR SRR B T -
_27. Even when I’'m feeling terribly upset, I can find a way to put it into words.
AR HRBEIEE A 2o > REIRFFEARREZE -
_ 28. T'rush through activities without being really attentive to them.
WU ER - AR EEEERE -
__29. When I have distressing thoughts or images I am able just to notice them without
reacting.
ERAS NEGAYISE SR T - JWEMEIRZERERENM A HEAEER
JE o
_30. Ithink some of my emotions are bad or inappropriate and I shouldn’t feel them.
B LEE RN EHEE BN GEEN - WA EZAEEER -

____31. Inotice visual elements in art or nature, such as colors, shapes, textures, or patterns
of light and shadow.



EXISTENTIAL MINDFULNESS PROGRAM FOR TEACHERS 128

HOTEE 7 &iflramM B AT B — G 8T R - 41 B IR - SRR
P Zu
32. My nature tendency is to put my experiences into words.
B WA F B A RS B -
33, When I have distressing thoughts or images, I just notice them and let them go.
ERAC NEEEASRERE - JAEHZREEREM  IHEEZA -
__34. Ido jobs or tasks automatically without being aware of what I’'m doing.
HA B TR ESE s FIRERS » M2 Bk E A EE -
_35. When I have distressing thoughts or images, I judge myself as good or bad,
depending what the thought/image
is about.
ERALS NRBAEUASE FR  WERRELAGH B C 2 -
36. I pay attention to how my emotions affect my thoughts and behavior.
WEETE » WS Z A BRI ENTT Ry -
___37. Ican usually describe how I feel at the moment in considerable detail.
P H REFF B s el i e L PRE 2 /Y RS
_38. I find myself doing things without paying attention.
R H OB BV - AEEERTIVERE L -
_39. Idisapprove of myself when I have irrational ideas.

EABEREUALIRE - WEBHHATE -
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Appendix B: MHC-SF

Encircle the number that corresponds to you answer. How often did you feel these things
during the PAST MONTH?

A H O E B REHE - I B E S RAVERE © REEE (1 H A 2440 iR
LUMEMR ?

0 1 2 3 4 5
never Once or About once a | Two or three | Almost every | Everyday
R twice — K&, week times a week day HF
LN —E-x | THAMES | gpgr
K
1. How often did you feel happy?
IRIEEIBA L 2
2. How often did you feel interested in life?
IR AR T R 7
3. How often did you feel satisfied?
IRIEE w2 ?
4. How often did you feel that you liked most parts of your personality?
IRIE H CRER T HIMERS 2
5. How often did you feel good at managing the responsibilities of your daily life?
TRENETEH CE R H 4G fEfE ?
6. How often did you feel that you have warm and trusting relationship with other kids?
TR E B2 E A R BE (S (EAYRRA?
7. How often did you feel that you had experiences that challenged you to grow or become a
better person?
TRIEVEA —LLAE FERHBEE T R R BB R Ry B4 2
8. How often did you feel confident to think or express your own ideas and opinions?
R EH CERSAEAE LR B NTRE ?
9. How often did you feel that your life has a sense of direction or meaning to it?
IRIEEIRAY AR TSR T R REE A R
10. How often did you feel that you had something important to contribute to society?
IRIEEE C A — A (EEA RS A DUt S w2
11. How often did you feel that you belonged to a community like a social group, your school, or

your neighborhood?
RRGEE RE E CREEN— WL EE - bt &4HA - REVEREE TRV AR SRS 2
12. How often did you feel that our society is becoming a better place?
IRIEEIFAF S E L & TR ST 7
13. How often did you feel that people are basically good?
TRIEEAM A EEZ LY 2
14.How often did you feel that the way our society works made sense to you?

IREVETE (- S HYEIE T2 UE AT DR ~ GEAY 7
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Appendix C: MBI.
In each question, indicate the scale that corresponds to your condition.
A AR IR E A B UACAE T HH ERY F4H -
0 1 2 3 4 5 6
never a few once a a few times | once a week a few every day
R times a month or a month —E— times a SSN
year or less less —EBAE week
—HFE% | —EH X de —fH2EX
KEHEE | BEED
%

1. Ifeel emotionally drained from my work.

TAERERR TS HRITERL -

2. 1 feel used up at the end of the workday.
TAE— R NAREREE R I -

3. I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job.

— R EEDCE IS — R IR - HEREEEE -

4. T can easily understand how my students feel about things.

AT LLRZS SR R AR -

5. Tfeel I treat some students as if they were impersonal objects.

PR LR A B P (] A\ SRRV PERE B

6. Working with people all day is really a strain on me.

FETAEFEERFIAMAE - (EEREE S HEHE -

7. 1deal very effectively with the problems of my students.
Her] AR A RO R TR 2 AR A TR -

8. I feel burned out from my work.

TAEEF S LER -

9. Ifeel I'm positively influencing other people’s lives through my work.

PRSI A i DL i ARy A SR R 5228 -

10. I’ve become more callous toward people since I took this job.

TEFEE TIERK - JERF TAFARIH A AR -

11. I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally.
BB OEETIFGHEREEERELE -
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

I feel very energetic.

HEEE 5

I feel frustrated by my job.
TAREER RS2 -

I feel I’'m working too hard on my job.

HRGBH ITIERET -

I don't really care what happens to some students.

HHIFELEA: - A AL EIRAYRA L o

Working with people directly puts too much stress on me.

BN IR RHIBE TS -

I can easily create a relaxed atmosphere with my students.

PREZAAE —REAYIRHE: - FIRB 5 E S — EERAH TR, ©

I feel exhilarated after working closely with my student.

FERELE B - B EEIEER M

I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job.

HAEBWETFEET > il TEFEAEEENE -

I feel like I’m at the end of my rope.
WRENE G - HEE -

In my work, I deal with emotional problems very calmly.

AR TAEG - FRAEFIR LA B S AR 4 R

I feel students blame me for some of their problems.

ARG Rt I By — SRR IR 3
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Indicate the extent you have felt this way over the past week.

Appendix D: PANAS-SF.

FEBE—RE - IRESAN TR ? EHE SRS -

1 2

3

4

5

very slightly a little
or not at all e

IR B

HrRERA

moderately

i

quite a bit
e

extremely

LTS

NSk WD =

DO M= = = = e e e e e = \©
SO O 00 I ON DN AN W — O

Interested & BHERAY
Distressed Jg &5 HY
Excited FIEEHY

Upset JHEEHY

Strong EX5&MY

Guilty 5 &

Scared E{HHY
Hostile A=Y
Enthusiastic 75 ZV&EY

. Proud E&f5HY

. Irritable ZEEHY

. Alert ZEEEHY

. Ashamed M Ay

. Inspired Z &5 Y
. Nervous Z55E1Y

. Determined B4
. Attentive B EZ Y
Jittery BREwwIHY
. Active FEIY

. Afraid #0019

132
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Appendix E: PHQ-4

Over the past 2 weeks, have you been bothered by these problems?
FEE L RE R - %/ VIR LT S IA T A 2

0 1 2 3
not at all several days More days than nearly every
T 5PN not day

—FLLEHT S NSSTN

1. Feeling nervous, anxious or on edge.

EVEIESR - R E AL -

2. Not being able to stop or control worrying
AREAR (B TERIERE -

3. Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless

BRELL B - JHEEEEE -

4. Little interest or pleasure in doing things.

(SRR A ARG E A 44 -

133
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Appendix F: Invitation letter for EMPT

T
-= The Education University

of Hong Kong

Dear All,

You are cordially invited to participate in a mindfulness-Well-being program free of
charge. This program is specifically designed for Hong Kong teachers, both pre-service and
in-service teachers who have had practice experience. It is under a research study titled
“Preventing Hong Kong Teachers’ Burnout by Mindfulness Intervention: A Mix Method
Study”.

The purpose of this program is to increase teachers’ awareness of the inner science
towards happiness, equip them with mindfulness skills for well-being, relaxation and positive
mental states.

This program will be conducted in Cantonese without any religious connotation. It
consists of eight sessions with one session per week. Each session consists of two parts: Part
1: well-being games and activities; Part 2: guided mindfulness meditation.

Participants are required to complete some on-line inventories at various points of the
program; as well, at the final session of the program, participants are invited to share their
opinions about the program as an evaluation. All information gathered will be treated as
confidential and participants’ personal information will be kept anonymous.

Online registration is now open at: https://goo.gl/forms/NQhvSQVpiZpRRDmX?2

For queries, please do not hesitate to contact us via email

mindfulness.wbeing@gmail.com or via telephone call to Ms. Ann Ly This

research is conducted by Miss Ann Ly, EDD student and supervised by Dr. Ronnel King as

Principal Supervisor and Dr. Susanna Yeung as Associate Supervisor.

Department of Psychology

The Education University of Hong Kong
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I 22 o 1 200 B f FERR AR
AR 1 e B 2 N IE S0 B A BRI . AR R R A T O T A O T
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Appendix G: Informed Consent Form

- A
.= The Education University

of Hong Kong

THE EDUCATION UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Preventing Hong Kong Teachers’ Burnout by Mindfulness Intervention: A Mix

Method Study

I hereby consent to participate in the captioned research

supervised by Dr. Ronnel King at the Department of Curriculum and Instruction, and conducted
by Miss Ly Sau Ting Ann who is a student at the Department of Psychology in The Education
University of Hong Kong.

I understand that information obtained from this research may be used in future research
and may be published. However, my right to privacy will be retained, i.e., my personal details
will not be revealed.

The procedure as set out in the attached information sheet has been fully explained. I

understand the benefits and risks involved. My participation in the project is voluntary.

I acknowledge that I have the right to question any part of the procedure and can

withdraw at any time without negative consequences.

Name of participant

Signature of

participant

Date
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T
. = The Education University

of Hong Kong

THE EDUCATION UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW
Preventing Hong Kong Teachers’ Burnout by Mindfulness Intervention: A Mix

Method Study

I hereby consent to participate in the captioned focus group

interview under the research supervised by Dr. Ronnel King at the Department of Curriculum
and Instruction, and conducted by Miss Ly Sau Ting Ann who is a student at the Department
of Psychology in The Education University of Hong Kong.

I understand that the focus group interview will be audiotaped, and that information
obtained from this interview may be used in future research and may be published. However,
my right to privacy will be retained, i.e., my personal details will not be revealed.

The procedure as set out in the attached information sheet has been fully explained. I
understand the benefits and risks involved. My participation in the project is voluntary.

I acknowledge that I have the right to question any part of the procedure and can
withdraw at any time without negative consequences.

Name of participant

Signature of

participant

Date
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Appendix H: Guiding questions for focus group interview

Q1: After taken the entire EMPT, how do you find the program? We need honest

feedback for improvements, also we hope we can help you reflect upon your experiences.

Q2: Was the program helpful to you and, if so, in what ways? Have you been able to

relate these learning experiences to your daily lives?

Q3: EMPT consisted of two parts: one, on mindfulness practices and the other on
thematic sharing; which part left a stronger impression on you or were they more or less helpful

to you?

Q4: If we are to deliver the program again, what kinds of suggestions, from design to

delivery, that you would suggest us to improve?

Q5: What did this program mean to you? Have you noticed any changes in you that

you think is due to attending the program? It is also okay if you do not detect any changes.



