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A summary of select studies from the issue, 

providing a snapshot of some of the latest research 
 

  Mindfulness interventions often combine 
teaching a skill (attentional focus) with 
teaching an attitude (non-judgmental 
compassion). When mindfulness interventions 
successfully affect a target behavior, it can be 
challenging to discern which of these two 
training features effectively caused the 
change. To disambiguate these factors, O’Hare 
& Gemelli [PLOS One] tested the effects of 
focused-attention training versus self-
compassion training on college students’ well-
being, academic performance, and brain 
activity. 
 
The researchers assigned 37 students in one 
undergraduate biopsychology class to focused 
attention training and 35 students in a 
separate undergraduate biopsychology class 
to self-compassion training. Both classes were 
taught by the same instructor and all non-
study intervention content was standardized. 
Classes were similar in student age and 
gender distribution (average age = 23 years; 
86% female). Students received extra credit 
for participating in each of three baseline 
assessment activities: granting permission to 
have their class academic test grades 
analyzed; completing self-report measures 
related to health; and having their EEGs 
monitored while engaging in a computer-
presented attentional task. 
 
Following baseline assessment, students 
participated in 10 weeks of in-class focused-
attention or self-compassion training. The 
first five minutes of one class was devoted to 
focusing attention on the breath without 
mind-wandering, and the first five minutes of 
the other class was devoted to focusing on 
self-compassion phrases (“may I be happy,” 
“may I be calm,” “may I be well”). The classes 
met twice a week for a total of 20 possible 
sessions. At the end of the semester, students 
were reassessed on self-report measures and 
the computer-presented attentional task. 

The attentional task involved correctly 
identifying the direction a computer cursor 
faces (either < or >) when flanked by distracting 
cursors facing in the same or the opposite 
direction. Each trial was preceded by the 
presentation of an emotionally negative or 
neutral word. EEGs were recorded, and evoked-
response potentials (ERPs) to each trial 
analyzed for the magnitude of N2 and P3 
waveform components. N2 is a negative 
waveform occurring about 200 milliseconds 
(ms) after stimulus presentation that is 
associated with conflict monitoring. N2 is larger 
when incongruent flanking stimuli are present. 
P3 is a positive waveform occurring about 300 
ms after stimulus presentation and associated 
with selective attention. P3 is smaller when 
people are better able to ignore irrelevant 
emotional stimuli. 
 

 
 
The results showed the self-compassion group 
showed significantly larger improvements on 
measures of anxiety (d =0.70), stress (d =0.80), 
and depression (d=0.92) than the focused-
attention group. Positive affect decreased for the 
focused-attention group while remaining stable 
for the self-compassion group (d=0.63). The 
self-compassion group also outperformed the 
focused-attention group on two of four 
academic exams covering the course material 
(d=0.56 and d=0.79). 
 
The focused-attention group showed 
significantly (partial η2=.13) shorter attention 
task reaction times (average = 80 ms) as 
compared to the self-compassion group when 
flanking cursors were incongruent with the 
target cursor compared to the self-compassion 
group (109 ms). 
 
Only 22 students (11 in each class) had useable 
EEG ERP data. The self-compassion group had 
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significant reductions in N2 from pre- to post-
testing for those trials preceded by negative 
emotional words, while the focused-attention 
group did not (partial η2=0.36). The self-
compassion group also had significant pre-
post reductions in P3 for those trials preceded 
by negative emotional words, while the 
focused-attention students did not (partial 
η2=0.40). These results suggest better 
emotional regulation for the self-compassion 
group. 
 
The study shows that short bouts of self-
compassion training delivered in class over 
the course of one semester improves academic 
test performance and self-reported well-being, 
as well as emotional regulation as measured 
by ERPs. The focused-attention group had 
faster reaction times on an attentional task. 
The study is limited by the absence of random 
assignment of students to class, the lack of an 
inactive control, the small number of students 
with useable ERP data, and the brevity of its 
intervention.  
 
 

  Ruminative thinking involves repetitively 
dwelling on negative experiences. A high level 
of ruminative thinking is a risk factor for 
depressive and anxiety disorders and is also a 
major feature of these disorders. Mindfulness 
offers a way to attend to negative experience 
and let content of thinking arise and fall 
without elaboration. Reducing ruminative 
thinking may be a way to reduce the risk of 
developing future psychological disorders. 
Hilt et al. [Journal of Clinical Child and 
Adolescent Psychology] tested whether a 
mobile mindfulness app could reduce 
ruminative thinking in adolescents. 
 
The researchers randomly assigned 152 
adolescents (average age = 14; 59% female; 
82% Caucasian) with high levels of 
rumination to a mindfulness or a mood-
monitoring only group. Both groups 
downloaded the mobile CARE app on their 
smartphones. The app requested participants 
to rate their rumination and mood three 
times daily: once before and after school, and 

once before bedtime. After completing ratings, 
mindfulness group participants engaged in 
mindfulness meditations of varying lengths 
depending on the free time they had available.  
 
Meditations were guided by written instruction 
(1-minute meditations) or audio recordings (3-
12 minute meditations). The meditations 
involved focus on the breath, body sensations, 
or sound. Meditation opportunities were 
provided 67% of the time at the end of rating 
sessions, and 85% of the time when participants 
reported sadness or anxiety. The mood-
monitoring only group rated rumination and 
mood without the opportunities for meditation.  
 
After three weeks, participants were no longer 
prompted to use the app but could continue 
using it if they liked. Participants were assessed 
at baseline, post-treatment, and 6-week, 12-
week, and 6-month follow-up on self-report 
measures of rumination, depression, and 
anxiety. 
 
The results show the mindfulness group had 
significantly reduced levels of rumination 
(d=0.43), depression (d=0.24), and anxiety 
(d=0.25) compared to controls at immediate 
post-test. The aggregate rumination scores (but 
not depression and anxiety scores) in the 
mindfulness group remained significantly lower 
than controls at 6-week follow-up, but not on 
the subsequent follow-ups. A mediation analysis 
showed that post-treatment decreases in 
depression and anxiety were due to the 
decreased rumination scores predicted by the 
mindfulness group. 
 
The study shows that brief app-prompted 
mindfulness meditations can reduce rumination, 
depression, and anxiety in ruminative 
adolescents better than mood-monitoring alone. 
These effects are not long-lasting and tend to 
fade within 6-12 weeks. The study is important 
because most adolescents who ruminate do not 
receive any professional psychological care, and 
an inexpensive, easily deployable app may 
reduce some degree of rumination. The study is 
limited by the absence of a no treatment control 
or a meditation app without mood-monitoring.  


