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Highlights 
A summary of select studies from the issue, 

providing a snapshot of some of the latest research 
 

  The incidence of psychological symptoms in 
adolescents and young adults has risen 
significantly over the past decade, placing 
increased stress on university counseling 
resources. Mindfulness-based interventions 
may be less staff and time intensive than many 
traditional mental health interventions. 
Further, they might achieve positive outcomes 
at lower cost.  
 
Wagner et al. [BMJ Open] evaluated the cost-
effectiveness of a Mindfulness Skills for 
Students (MSS) program added to mental 
health services-as-usual to a control group 
that had access solely to mental health 
services-as-usual alone. 
 
The researchers randomly assigned 616 
British university students (mean age = 23 
years; 63% female) with an expressed interest 
in the MSS program to either the MSS 
program with access to mental health 
services-as-usual when needed, or a control 
group with access to treatment-as-usual when 
needed. The control group was guaranteed 
slots in the following year’s MSS program.  
 
The MSS program consisted of 8 weekly 75-90 
minute group sessions, each incorporating 
two periods of meditation, as well as 
opportunities for reflection and inquiry. 
Students were encouraged to dedicate 8-25 
minutes of daily home practice. Mental health 
services-as-usual involved access to 
university individual and group counseling 
services, along with counseling service 
workshops. The MSS program was offered 
during the winter and spring semesters, with 
results reported separately for these cohorts. 
 
Participants underwent assessments using 
self-report questionnaires measuring 
psychological distress and well-being at time 
of recruitment, post-intervention, during 
exam week, and at 12 month follow-up. The 
psychological distress questionnaire formed 

the basis for computing quality-adjusted life 
years (QALYs), a standard metric for evaluating 
quality of life in cost-effectiveness studies. The 
cost of the MSS program was determined by 
calculating the staff time cost per participant. 
Meanwhile, the cost of treatment-as-usual was 
calculated based on the staff cost for delivering 
services at the university counseling center per 
participant, derived from counseling center 
records. A small percentage of the participants 
(<18%) used counselling center resources, and 
there was no difference in usage between the 
study groups.  
 

 
 
The results indicated that MSS groups had lower 
levels of distress than the control group at all 
three outcomes assessments. These differences 
were statistically significant at all three times 
for the winter cohort, and at post-intervention 
and exam time for the spring cohort. Well-being 
scores were significantly higher for MSS group 
than controls at all assessment  times. 
 
A cost-benefit analysis revealed that the MSS 
group achieved significantly better mental 
health outcomes at significantly higher cost than 
controls. On average, the cost for each MSS 
participant was $84.96 USD, whereas for those 
in the control group, it was $24.66 USD. Using 
the British National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence estimates of willingness to pay for an 
increase of one quality-adjusted life year, the 
MSS program was deemed by the authors to be 
cost-effective.  
 
The study shows that the Mindfulness Skills for 
Students program significantly decreases 
psychological distress and improves well-being 
in university students in a cost-effective manner 
compared to treatment-as-usual. The study is 
limited by relying on students with an interest 
in mindfulness and the absence of another 
short-term treatment as a comparator. 
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  At any given time, 8% of adults experience 
chronic low back pain. Some studies indicate 
that mindfulness meditation can alleviate the 
pain and disability associated with this 
condition. However, the precise mechanism 
behind this benefit is not clear. Does it involve 
engaging the body’s endogenous opioid 
system, teaching individuals to become 
psychologically non-reactive, or operating 
through a placebo effect?  
 
Khatib et al. [Neuropsychopharmacology] 
tested the effects of mindfulness meditation 
versus sham mindfulness meditation, both 
with and without the opioid antagonist 
Naloxone, on evoked chronic low back pain. 
 
The researchers randomly assigned 71 
patients (average age = 46 years; 51% female; 
87% Caucasian) experiencing chronic low 
back pain persisting for at least 3 months to 
either mindfulness or sham mindfulness 
meditation groups. Both groups participated 
in four 20-minute meditation training 
sessions. The mindfulness training focused on 
accepting thoughts and feelings, recognizing 
their transient nature, and returning attention 
to the breath. In contrast, sham meditation 
training emphasized breathing slowly and 
deeply in a meditative posture without 
additional instructions. 
 
Participants met with researchers seven 
times. The first session was a pre-intervention 
assessment. During sessions 1, 6, and 7, the 
researchers induced pain in participants 
using a straight leg raise procedure. 
Participants lay supine while the researchers 
raised one of their legs to a 90-degree angle 
while keeping the knee straight. Participants 
alerted researchers when their pain rose by 2 
points on a 10-point scale. Researchers 
continued to raise their legs up to 6 times 
until a 2-point increase in pain was induced. 
Patients then rated post-leg raise pain on a 
10-point scale.   
 
Participants practiced mindfulness or sham 
mindfulness meditation during sessions 2-5 
and completed questionnaires of pain 

severity, catastrophizing, and disability before 
and after each session. During sessions 6 and 7, 
pain was evoked by straight leg raises after 
seven minutes of rest. Participants then received 
either intravenous Naloxone (which blocks the 
endogenous opioid system) or saline (a 
placebo). Participants then meditated or sham 
meditated for 7 minutes before once again 
reporting evoked pain both before and after leg 
raises.  
 

 
 
The results indicated that both mindfulness and 
sham meditation significantly reduced evoked 
pain following both Naloxone and saline 
administration. However, the mindfulness group 
reported significantly lower evoked pain after 
rest, Naloxone, and saline compared to the sham 
meditation group (partial η2= .09). Sixty percent 
of the mindfulness group reported practicing 
non-reactive attention during meditation, while 
20% of the sham mindfulness group did. 
Practicing non-reactive attention during 
meditation was associated with lower evoked 
pain in the mindfulness group (r = -.35) but not 
in the sham group (r = .04). 
 
The study shows that both mindfulness and 
sham meditation effectively decrease evoked 
pain in chronic low back pain patients. However, 
mindfulness meditation outperformed sham 
meditation in this aspect. The finding that 
Naloxone fails to block this effect suggests that 
meditation does not rely on endogenous opioids 
to achieve pain reduction. This does not rule out 
contributions from non-opioid systems like the 
dopaminergic, glutaminergic, or 
endocannabinoid systems. The correlation 
between non-reactive attention and pain 
reduction suggests that mindfulness 
meditation’s pain-reduction effect is due, at least 
partially, to non-reactive reappraisal processes. 


