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Abstract

Students’ poor well-being is a serious problem in higher education. In part, this problem is related to the problems in studying as
poorer study skills are related to poorer well-being. Both students’ study skills and their well-being should be enhanced in higher
education, but effective ways to do this are needed. The aim of this study was to explore students’ experiences of an ACT-based
online, 8-week course on university students’ well-being and studying. Data were collected in two ways: a) with qualitative data
consisting of learning journals (z = 97) and with b) a pre- and post-questionnaire (n = 143) during the course. The students’ scores
on well-being, psychological flexibility, and time and effort management skills improved, and stress levels decreased during the
course. Qualitative analyses showed that the students benefited from the course in many ways, both in terms of studying and well-
being; their studying and time management skills had improved and they had learnt stress management skills and how to cope
with their negative thoughts. We argue that supporting students’ well-being, as well as their study skills with ACT-based course
in higher education studies, can lead to more effective studying.
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Poor well-being has become a profound problem in higher
education. In the United States, over 60% of college students
have experienced serious anxiety, and over 50% have a psy-
chiatric disorder (ACHA, 2011). Similar findings have been
found throughout the world (Andrews & Chong, 2011;
Pistorello, 2012; Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017; Storrie et al.,
2010). In addition, study-related burnout has also been shown
to be a problem in higher education and it has been associated
with poor study progress (Asikainen et al., 2020; Salmela-Aro
& Read, 2017). Thus, we argue that students’ well-being
should be taken into account in curriculums, and tools to en-
hance both well-being and study skills should be offered to all
students.

Research has shown that psychological flexibility is an
influential factor in well-being, performance and work sat-
isfaction (Bond et al., 2013; Hayes, 2019; Hayes et al.,
2006). Psychological flexibility can be defined as “the
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ability to contact the present moment more fully as a
conscious human being, and to change or persist in be-
havior when doing so serves valued ends” (Hayes et al.,
2006, p. 7). It has been shown in many studies that psy-
chological flexibility is positively related to better well-
being and improved performance at the workplace
(Flaxman et al., 2013; Puolakanaho et al., 2020). The
research concerning the role of psychological flexibility
in studying is growing in the higher education context.
Recent studies have shown that psychological flexibility
has a strong relation to student engagement and progres-
sion in studies (Asikainen, 2018; Asikainen et al., 2018;
Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). In addition, as part of stu-
dents’ counseling, successful interventions based on the
improvement of psychological flexibility have been made
to increase students’ well-being in higher education
(Howell & Passmore, 2019; Levin et al., 2017; Levin
et al., 2020; Résdnen et al., 2016). A recent meta-analysis,
however, found that there is a need to study the effects of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) interventions
further to analyze their effects on student well-being
(Howell & Passmore, 2019). Qualitative detailed knowl-
edge about students’ experiences of the effects of ACT-
based interventions is also missing. In addition, interven-
tions in higher education explore changes in students’
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well-being, but they do not take into account how these
interventions support students’ studying, although it has
been shown that problems in study skills are related to a
risk of burnout (Asikainen et al., 2020). Furthermore, al-
though there is literature concerning ACT-based interven-
tions in college and higher education areas, little research
has been conducted on how students themselves experi-
ence the effects of an intervention course which combines
ACT-based as well as study skills exercises. The aim of
this study is to explore students’ reflections of how an
ACT-based intervention course which aimed to promote
students’ well-being and study skills supported their well-
being and studying.

Psychological Flexibility and Organized
Learning in Promoting Well-Being

The concept of psychological flexibility originated in the theo-
retical framework of Acceptance and Commitment therapy
(Hayes et al., 2006). ACT aims to increase psychological flex-
ibility and support individuals to face all aspects, both positive
and negative, and live a value-based life (Hayes et al., 2006).
Psychological flexibility can be defined as the ability to contact
the present moment more fully as a conscious human being,
and to change or persist in behavior when doing so serves
valued ends (Hayes et al., 2006, p.7). Thus, psychologically
flexible people act according to their own values despite the
negative sensations that might be evoked (Bond et al., 2010).
Psychological flexibility is the result of engagement with
the six overlapping core processes, namely acceptance, cog-
nitive defusion, being present, self as context, values, and
committed action (Hayes et al., 2006). Acceptance means em-
bracing negative feelings or thoughts without trying to change
them (Hayes et al., 2006). Negative thoughts or feelings are
noticed and one takes another perspective to these feelings so
that value-based action is possible (Hacker et al., 2016).
Exploration of values is also a central part of psychological
flexibility. Values offer guidance in making experiences in life
meaningful and in helping to guide actions in a way that offers
long-term satisfaction (Hayes et al., 2006). Cognitive defusion
can be defined as the process through which one’s relationship
to negative thoughts is altered so that a person is able to see
thoughts just as thoughts and not as a truth about themselves
(Luoma & Hayes, 2008). Being present means paying full
attention and focusing on the different events or thoughts or
feelings as they occur (Hayes et al., 2006). It is a parallel
process with the core process of self-as context, which means
seeing oneself as a context in which feelings and emotions can
be monitored and thus seen as a separate part of oneself
(Hayes, 2019). This process of self-as context can also in-
crease self-knowledge (Hayes et al., 2020). In addition, com-
mitted action can be defined as action based on one’s own

values despite the negative feelings and thoughts that might
be evoked (Hayes et al., 2006).

Psychological Flexibility and Well-Being

Psychological flexibility has an effect on well-being (Bond
et al., 2013; Hayes, 2019; Hayes et al., 2006). Defining
well-being, moreover, is challenging as there are several def-
initions for well-being (Dodge et al., 2012). Traditionally,
subjective well-being is divided into hedonic (feeling good
about or having positive emotions toward one’s life) and
eudaimonic (functioning well in life as an individual) well-
being (Deci & Ryan, 2001). The hedonic tradition emphasizes
emotional well-being whereas the eudaimonic tradition focus-
es on psychological and social well-being. One central model
of well-being defines it as having three parts, namely emotion-
al, psychological, and social well-being (Keyes, 2002).
Emotional well-being relates to satisfaction in life and the
positive emotions of life. Psychological well-being relates to
how individuals view themselves as functioning in life, in-
cluding for example self-acceptance, a sense of mastery and
competence, positive relationships with others, a sense of
goal-directedness in life, and a sense of autonomy (Ryff,
1989). Social well-being also refers to positive functioning
from a social perspective and it includes social coherence,
social acceptance, social actualization, social contribution,
and social integration (Keyes, 1998).

Recent research has shown that promoting psychological
flexibility improves all these aspects of well-being: emotional,
psychological, and social well-being (Résénen et al., 2016).
ACT-based interventions have been shown to be effective in
improving mental health and well-being, and a wide range of
psychological problems like reducing depression, anxiety and
somatic health problems (A-Tjak et al., 2015; French et al.,
2017; Ruiz, 2010). Furthermore, the study by Viskovich and
Pakenham (2018) showed that participation in ACT-
intervention was associated with improved mental health
skills (like acceptance, defusion, valued living, and mindful-
ness), which show a potential in improving well-being, self-
compassion, life satisfaction, and distress. Psychological flex-
ibility skills can be crucial elements also in reducing job-
related burnout (Puolakanaho et al., 2020). It has also been
suggested that ACT-based interventions are effective in the
treatment of common mental health difficulties (Hacker
et al., 2016).

Promoting Psychological Flexibility in Higher
Education

ACT-based interventions have been studied in the higher ed-
ucation context with different kinds of implementations
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comprising face-to-face interventions with workshops (Danitz
& Orsillo, 2014; Grégoire et al., 2018), face-to-face meetings
with online exercises (Résdnen et al., 2016), and guided online
interventions (Levin et al., 2017; Viskovich & Pakenham,
2018). The results of these ACT interventions have been
promising in terms of improving university students’ well-
being. The study by Danitz and Orsillo (2014) showed that
the first-year students who participated in an ACT-
intervention workshop reported significantly less depression
and more acceptance than the control group. A study by
Grégoire et al. (2018) also showed that university students
who participated in ACT-intervention with workshops report-
ed greater well-being, school engagement, and lower stress,
anxiety and depression symptoms than the control group.
Promising results of online interventions have also been
reached, like the study by Risdnen et al. (2016), which
showed that the intervention participants who were offered
face-to-face meetings and online exercises during a five-
week period had significantly improved in their scores on
well-being, life satisfaction and mindfulness skills than the
control group. Self-reported stress and symptoms of
depression were also significantly reduced compared to the
control group. In addition, the study by Levin et al. (2017)
reported similar results showing that ACT intervention im-
proved on overall distress, general anxiety, social anxiety,
depression, academic concerns, and positive mental health
compared to the control group. The study by French et al.
(2017) confirmed that all the formats of intervention can be
effective if they include some form of guidance.

In addition to well-being and mental health, psychological
flexibility also has a central influence in success in higher
education. It is related to positive emotions in learning
(Asikainen et al., 2018), integration into studying
(Asikainen, 2018), and study progression (Asikainen, 2018;
Asikainen et al., 2018). Psychological flexibility is also related
to students’ self-regulation in learning (Asikainen, 2018;
Asikainen et al., 2018; Eisenbeck et al., 2019) and it has been
found to be essential in decreasing procrastination (Dionne,
2016; Gagnon et al., 2016). Thus, it seems that psychological
flexibility is related to both well-being and more effective
studying. However, there is a limited amount research about
the relation of psychological flexibility to learning and study
processes.

Recent research has also shown that students’ learning and
studying processes are related to their well-being and that
organized studying has a positive relationship to well-being
(Asikainen et al., 2020). Self-regulated learning, including
skills such as time management and making an effort, can be
defined as taking control and monitoring one’s own learning
process (Vermunt, 1996). Thus, self-regulated learning is sim-
ilar to organized studying, which can be defined as time and
effort management when studying. Organized studying has
been shown to be important for successful completion of
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university programs (Asikainen et al., 2014; Hailikari &
Parpala, 2014; Rytkdnen et al., 2012). Students who can or-
ganize themselves and are self-guided in their studying pro-
ceed more successfully. Students’ time management skills can
be improved through interventions in which students practice
organizing skills (Hafner et al., 2014).

Taken together, the results of different implementations of
ACT interventions offer a valuable way to promote university
students’ well-being and mental health. Furthermore, psycho-
logical flexibility and students’ time and effort management
skills play an important role at university and in fostering
student well-being, and thus, both should be promoted during
higher education. However, previous research concerning
ACT interventions has focused on studying the changes in
students’ well-being and mental health during these interven-
tions, but more research is needed to explore in more detail
how these interventions promote their well-being. There has
also been little qualitative research that emphasizes students’
own experiences about the effects of interventions that aim to
promote psychological flexibility. Although ACT-based inter-
ventions in the higher education context have been conducted,
interventions combining both the ACT-based approach and
study skills have not been conducted. The intervention course
in this study aims to promote student well-being with ACT-
based exercises combined with practicing study skills. In ad-
dition, the present study aims to explore students’ reflections
on the course using a qualitative approach.

Aim of the Study

The aim of this study is to explore students’ reflections on
completing an ACT-based course designed to improve study-
ing and well-being, and to examine students’ reflections on
how the course supported their well-being and studying. The
research question of this study is:

How Do Students’ Experience and Describe
the Change in their Well-Being and Studying
during the Intervention Course?

Based on previous research (Danitz & Orsillo, 2014; Howell
& Passmore, 2019; Résédnen et al., 2016), we expected that
students would experience and describe improvements in their
well-being and psychological flexibility. We also expected
that students would experience improvements in their time
management skills as previous studies have shown that these
can be improved by intervention courses (Asikainen et al.,
2019; Hafner et al., 2014). Based on previous research we also
expected different students to have a variety of experiences as
it has been shown that students can experience the effects of
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an ACT-based course differently (Asikainen et al., 2019;
Danitz et al., 2016).

Methods
Participants

This study was conducted among students in a voluntary
course that aimed to promote students’ well-being and study
skills. This course was run in spring 2018 in University of
Helsinki, Finland. Students were enrolled in the course via
student organizations, program leaders and teachers, advertis-
ing mainly on the Life Science Campus of University
Helsinki. A total of 184 students completed this course. Of
these students, 143 students responded to all questionnaires
before the course and seven weeks later at the end of the
course; they also gave permission for their data to be used in
the research. Of these students, 125 were female and 18 were
male. Of the total of 143 students, 97 gave permission for their
learning journals to be used in the present study (more about
the study instruments below).

Measures

Students’ well-being was measured with GB-CORE (Evans
et al., 2005), consisting of 14 items on the scale 0 “never”
through 4 “most of the time or all the time.” GB-CORE mea-
sures one’s general psychological well-being and it has been
shown to be a reliable and valid questionnaire to measure this
psychological well-being (Evans et al., 2005). The measure
included questions which measured both well-being and ill-
being like “T have achieved the things I wanted to,” “I have felt
able to cope when things go wrong,” and “I have felt unhap-
py.” Lower scores denote better well-being after orienting the
items in the same direction. Hence, the scale was called “ill-
being.”

Organized studying was measured with four Likert items
on the scale 1 “disagree” through 5 “agree” (Parpala &
Lindblom-Ylinne, 2012), including four items measuring
the organized studying scale (for example, “On the whole,
I’ve been systematic and organized in my studying”).
Higher scores denote better organized studying.

Psychological flexibility was measured according to a
Work-Related Acceptance and Action Questionnaire
(WAAQ) (Bond et al., 2013) that was modified and tested in
a university context (Asikainen et al., 2018). It consisted of
seven Likert items on the scale 1 “disagree” through 5 “agree”
(for example, items like “T can admit to my mistakes in study-
ing and still be successful” and “I can study effectively, even
when I doubt myself”). Higher scores denote better psycho-
logical flexibility.

Stress was measured with the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)
instrument (Cohen et al., 1983), which is a well-established
measure developed to measure a person’s perceived stress.
The items in this instrument are generic, and thus this instru-
ment is applicable in measuring one’s stress in different con-
texts (Cohen et al., 1983). The measure included such ques-
tions as: “In the last month, how often have you felt that you
could not cope with all the things you had to do?” and “In the
last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of
things?” This instrument consists of ten items on the scale 0
“never” to 5 “very often.” Higher scores denote higher stress,
after orienting the items in the same direction. Students’ ex-
periences of the course and its effect on their studying was
measured with Likert-type questions of four items on the scale
“totally disagree” to “totally agree” and the authors’ analyses
of the learning journals.

Students’ experiences of the course were analyzed by ex-
ploring the students’ final reflective journal, which they com-
pleted in the last week of the course. Students were instructed
to write a reflective journal of 2-3 pages, where they were
instructed to reflect on their experiences of how the course
affected their studying and well-being. Students were asked
to consider which elements on the course had helped them, or
not helped them and if so, why. Students’ experiences of the
course were also studied at the end of the course by using a
questionnaire consisting of Likert items related to the experi-
ences of the course (see Fig. 1).

Analysis

The quantitative analyses were conducted with Spss Statistics
version 25. Of the 143 students, only 17 students had a max-
imum of one missing value per measure, with no systematic
pattern of missingness. Therefore, missing values were re-
placed with the individuals’ means of the measures. Sum
scales were formulated from the items measuring ill-being,
stress, psychological flexibility and organized studying be-
cause all are widely used and robust scales. In addition,
Cronbach’s alphas were calculated, and their relation was ex-
plored with Pearson’s correlation. The Likert-type items and
questions comprising students’ experiences of the effects of
the course were examined using descriptive statistics. A re-
peated measures general linear model (Nimon, 2012) was
used to determine whether there were any differences in the
four dependent variables (students’ well-being, organized
studying, psychological flexibility, and stress) when measured
before and after the course.

Students’ experiences of the course that affected their well-
being and studying were analyzed from these final reflective
learning journals (n = 97) by following the principles of qual-
itative content analysis (Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Pope et al.,
2000). The first and the third authors were responsible for
the analysis, analyzing half of the journals each. The analysis
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Fig. 1 Students’ experiences of a0
the course

Al

The course affected my
studying postively

M Totally disagree

included three complementary phases to incorporate the ne-
gotiation of the meaning of the learning journal segments,
clarification of the categorization, and peer agreement. All
the text segments in which students described how this course
had or had not affected their studying by giving tangible ex-
amples, were identified and coded for the analysis. One text
segment could include more than one kind of course benefit.
The authors independently coded portions of the journals to
generate preliminary codes, and grouped and categorized
codes according to their meanings, similarities and differ-
ences. After discussions and after elaborating the categoriza-
tion, the first and third authors analyzed the remainder of the
journals. The categories which were formed during the first
stage (22) were reduced in number by grouping them together
into nine categories.

The constant comparison technique was applied through-
out the data analysis. In this process, each item was checked or
compared with the rest of the data to establish analytical cat-
egories (Pope et al., 2000). The trustworthiness of the analysis
was ensured by the first and third authors having constant
discussions about categories, similarities, and divergent opin-
ions (see Elo et al., 2014). Discussions were continued until
consensus was reached. Finally, the first author checked ran-
domly selected journals to ensure the categorization and trust-
worthiness of the analysis.

Context of the Study

The course in which students in this study took part was
an optional seven-week course that aimed to foster stu-
dents’ well-being and was organized for university stu-
dents. The course was a web-based ACT-based course
for which students earned 3 ECTS (1 ECTS=27 h of
work). A headstedt.com platform was applied to this
course. This course progressed week by week which its
own theme related to psychological flexibility and study
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processes (see Table 1). Six of the modules were related
especially to psychological flexibility and one of the mod-
ules especially to study skills. The course also included
individual work in practicing psychological flexibility
skills as well as study skills on a weekly basis. Each week
included an introduction to the theme of the week, indi-
vidual experimental and reflective exercises, and some
group discussions on a web-based platform. Students
wrote short reflective essays at the end of each week in
which they described the exercises they had practiced
during the week. Students gave each other anonymous
encouraging peer feedback of the essays after each week.
At the end of the course, students wrote a longer reflec-
tive journal in which teachers also gave feedback. The
course in the present study was a similar and earlier ver-
sion of the course design, and a more detailed description
of the course is presented by Asikainen and Katajavuori
(2021).

Results

First, we explored students’ responses to the question-
naires at the beginning and the end of the course and
explored the change in these responses. Cronbach’s al-
phas of the scales were good, ranging from 0.70 to 0.90
(see Table 2). The correlational analysis showed that all
the components were statistically significantly related to
each other. Psychological flexibility correlated positively
with organized studying and negatively with perceived
stress and ill-being in both measurements (p <.001).
Stress also correlated positively with ill-being (p <.001)
and negatively with organized studying (p <.001). In ad-
dition, there was a negative correlation between ill-being
and organized studying (p <.001). The correlations can be
seen in Table 3.
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Table 1  Content and themes of the intervention course

Module of the Theme and core process
course

Practices and exercises

Reflections and
feedback

Introduction to the course and its
themes and practices

Introduction
module

during this course

Module 1 Theme: What is important

Core process: Values sleeping etc)

Evaluations of one’s wellbeing and study processes
Setting a goal to the course: What would you like to improve in your studying

Time-usage follow-up hour by hour for a week (studying, spare time,

Considering one’s values and important things in life

Module 2 Theme: Focusing on the present

Core process: Being present and
acceptance

Theme: Power of thoughts

Core process: Cognitive defusion and
self as context

Theme: Coping with studying, study
techniques

Core process: Committed actions

Theme: Acceptance and
self-compassion

Core process: Acceptance and self as
context

Theme: Value-based actions

Committed actions

Concluding module

Relaxation exercises

Module 3

Module 4

Module 5

Module 6

Module 7

Practices related to being in contact with the present

Practices related to seeing one’s thoughts as thoughts and not as facts

Introductions and material about study skills and how to improve them

Peer group discussions about studying and effective study techniques and
how to apply these to one’s studying

Practices related to acceptance and self-compassion towards oneself

Taken actions to practice value-based actions despite the negative thoughts
and feelings one might have
Evaluations one’s wellbeing and study processes

Final reflective journal — summarizing the course and experiences during it

Change in the Students’ Experiences during the
Course

The result of the repeated measures general linear model
was statistically significant (Multivariate F-tests, p <.001),
suggesting that there is a difference in the combined four
dependent variables (students’ well-being; organized
studying; psychological flexibility; and stress) between
the two time points of the study, that is, before and after
the course. The univariate tests also show that the changes
in each of the dependent variables between the two time
points (see Table 2) are statistically significant (Univariate
F-tests, p<.001). Students’ experiences of ill-being and
stress are significantly lower after the course. Similarly,
the students’ experience of organized studying and

psychological flexibility were higher at the end of the
course. The mean differences can be seen in Table 2.

Students’ Experiences about the Course

A questionnaire at the end of the course was used to ex-
plore students’ experiences of the course. Students’ (n=
143) experiences of the course were very positive (Fig. 1).
A total of 90% of the students partly or totally agreed that
they had a positive experience of the exercises in the
course, and 82% of the students partly or totally agreed
that the assignments were useful to them. In addition,
83% of the students totally or partly agreed that they re-
ceived new tools for managing in their studying, and 79%

Table 2 The differences in Means between two measurements

Before After

Mean SD o4 Range Mean SD o4 F Range p Cohen’s d
Psychological flexibility 2.92 0.79 0.87 4.00 3.30 0.77 0.90 40.649 3.57 <0.001 0.58
Ill-being 1.47 0.58 0.84 343 1.15 0.64 0.89 35.941 3.29 <0.001 —0.81
Stress 2.23 0.78 0.84 4.20 1.97 0.73 0.81 51.840 3.80 < 0.001 -0.42
Organised studying 2.84 0.82 0.70 3.50 3.29 0.76 0.73 46.205 3.75 <0.001 0.61
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Table 3  Correlations of the dimensions
PF1 PF2 ORI OR2 ST1 ST2 IL1 1L2
PF1 Psychological flexibility 1 1
PF2 Psychological flexibility 2 L6537 1
ORI Organised studying 1 A465%* 251 1
OR2 Organised studying 2 273%* 463+ .589%* 1
STI Stressl —.555%* —458%* —411%* —.182% 1
ST2 Stress2 —410%* —.514%* —.252%%* —.318%* .684%% 1
IL1 Illbeingl —.443%* —469%* —.381%* —.257%* .825%% 707+ 1
IL2 Illbeing2 —314%* —.502%% —.210% —.313%* 613%% .818%** .768%* 1

#=p<0.01, *=p<0.05

of the students totally or partly agreed that the course pos-
itively affected their studying.

Students’ Reflections of the Effects of the Course

To explore students’ reflections in more detail we analyzed
students’ final reflective journals (n = 97) by using qualitative
content analysis. This analysis showed that students had
benefited from the course in several ways. Table 4 shows
the categories and their descriptions, and quotations demon-
strating the category. Only one student criticized the course
and felt that the course had not helped in studying or reducing
stress. All the other students (n = 96) reported a range of ben-
efits of the course, and commented from 1 to § on the catego-
ries presented in Table 4, meaning that the course had at least
some positive effect on their well-being or studying.

A total of 70 of the students felt that they experienced the
exercises in the course positively and that the course had im-
proved their studying. Students reported that their studying
was more effective and motivating and that they had leared
new learning techniques. In addition, 61% of the students
reported having learned time management skills in studying.
Furthermore, 68% of the students felt that the course had
increased their well-being. Students reported that the exercises
in this course had given them tools which have resulted in a
decrease in their stress levels and better well-being.
Considering their values after doing the time management task
had been effective and enlightening for 64% of the students
and had helped them to take actions in their lives. A total of
60% of the students reported having learnt to pay attention and
to manage their negative thoughts, and this had positive ef-
fects on their well-being. In addition, 67% of the students
reported having learned new things about themselves and
57% reported that their thinking has changed comprising com-
ments like they had learned to think about themselves from a
new perspective or they have changed their attitude towards
studying or other life areas. In addition, 46% of the students
reported that they had learned mindfulness presence
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comprising better concentration in general and in studying
and stressful events.

A total of 23% of the students felt they were not sure how
much the course had affected their well-being (Table 4). The
reasons for this were an adequate level of well-being already
when they started the course, the content of the course was
already familiar, the timing of the course came when they
were very busy, or the students had mental problems which
prevented them from gaining benefit from the course.
However, all students but one benefited from the course in
some way or another.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore students’ experiences and
describe the change in their well-being and studying during
the ACT-based intervention course. We also explored the
changes in students’ experiences of psychological flexibility,
well-being, perceived stress and organized studying.

The results of this study showed that students’ experiences
of this course were mostly very positive, and they felt that the
course benefited them in various ways, resulting in better ex-
periences of well-being, studying and time management. The
results also suggested that students’ experiences of ill-being
and stress were significantly lower after the course, whereas
students’ experience of organized studying and psychological
flexibility were higher at the end of the course. Next, we
discuss the results in a more detailed way.

The qualitative data of this study suggests that most stu-
dents reported several positive experiences of this ACT-based
course. Most students reported in their reflective journals that
they felt an improvement in well-being associated with the
completion of the course. In addition, many students reported
that they felt their stress had decreased after completing the
course and they reported that they had learnt many tools for
stress management. The effects of ACT interventions in cop-
ing with stress as well as positive effects on well-being have
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Table 4 The categories describing students’ experiences of the effects of the course

Category Description of the category Quatation n* %
Improved studying Comments related to improved, more effective and “[ feel that I'm able to manage better my studies and 68 70
productive studying, and learning new study techniques my everyday life. I believe that this is because I have
during this course. Students’ study-motivation had in- more effective studying and learning now and this
creased and attitude towards studies was more positive has helped me. During this course I got more
and they were more goal-oriented after this course. motivation towards my studies and some useful tips
what to do, if you have problems with your studies”
(Student 4).
Increased well-being ~ Comments where students’ well-being had increased and “Thanks to this course I am able to deal with my stress, 66 68

stress decreased during this course thanks to the exercises
and assignments of this course. Which were part of this
intervention.

Increased
self-knowledge

Comments related to learning new things about themselves
as a student; learning to understand one’s actions better,
realising the targets of the development in studying and
identifying strengths as a student.

Values and committed Comments where students had thought and become
actions conscious of their values and matters which really were
important to the them. Students realised that over-perform
is not needed also things other than studying were im-
portant to them (like family, friends, one’s own health).
Time-management and Comments where students expressed that they had learnt to
planning plan and manage their time usage better, and had learnt to
use calendars. Time-management exercise had been
enlightening, and after doing this it was easier to do im-
provements to time management.

Accepting and Comments related to learning to recognizing, confronting

confronting negative ~ and managing negative thoughts and feelings, and
thoughts and learning to see thoughts just as thoughts and to observing
feelings thoughts. Students had understood how they can choose
to think better thoughts.
Change in thinking Comments related to learning to think in a new way or from

new perspectives about themselves, or about the attitude
students had towards the studies, life, or themselves.
Students had learnt to be more kind and merciful to
themselves or acquired more positive attitude towards
themselves.

Comments related to learning retreating and realising the
significance of being present. Students had learnt to
concentrate and to support their ability to concentrate in
studying or stressful events.

No dramatic change to Consisted of those students comments where they were
well-being unsure how much this course affected to their well-being,

or where they felt that their well-being was about the same

before and after the course.

Mindful presence

and what really matters me in addition of studying.. 1
have learnt to relax.. My well-being has increased
thanks to better stress management. I'm less stressed
after this course, and that is a really good thing!”
(Student 10).

“One very important insight was to realise that I dwell
too much on unfinished study things. I have to finish
things, or to decide that tonight I'm not going to do
anything related to studying but relax and spend
spare time. The assignments and practices in this
course have made me to understand my shortages
and faults in my actions and thinking” (Student 57).

“I learnt to understand and consider which is really
important for me in my life and that for example
constant and needles performing is not necessary”
(Student 48).

“Absolutely the most important thing which I learnt
during this course was time management and
assessing my time use critically” (Student 16)

“It was totally a new idea for me that you can let your
thoughts to go, or that you can observe your
thoughts like an outsider. Understanding this has
helped me so much to confront and to be with my
negative thoughts. So far, I have always felt that
these thoughts do not leave me alone. Now I have
learnt not to buy all the thoughts I have.. I had never
before understood that I could let my thoughts to go
and observe them like an outstander. I have got help
to manage my thoughts.” (Student 20).

“During this course I learnt to find good things from
my everyday life and to pay more attention to these
good things instead of brooding of bad things. All in
all my thinking has changed in a way I even don’t
understand. I feel I have grown mentally during this
course and learnt to see life and its possibilities in a
new way” (Student 6).

“The exercises related to mindful being and
mindfulness helped me to calm down and being
present at the moment in stressful events” (Student
9)

“It is difficult to say, if this course would have been
more beneficial [increasing well-being] for me, if I
had invested more to this course. Now I had five
other courses at the same time and this course got
swamped under this courses... The workload of this
period was just too much for me. I was not able to
schedule this course to my timetable” (Student 95).

65 67

62 64

59

61

58

60

55 57

45 46

23 23

*Total number of the students n =97, n = the number of students who mentioned the theme,

**9% = the proportion of the students who mentioned the category
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also been shown in earlier studies (Galante et al., 2018; Levin
et al., 2017; Résénen et al., 2016; Waters et al., 2017).

Furthermore, the qualitative analysis of students’ reflec-
tions brought up the core processes of psychological flexibil-
ity and their significance in fostering students’ well-being and
studying, and to support this, scores of psychological flexibil-
ity were also higher at the end of the course than in the begin-
ning of the course. Our study did not include a control group
so this result has to be taken with certain reservations but it
supports the students’ qualitative reflections. However, the
positive change in psychological flexibility has been shown
in other ACT-based interventions with experimental design
(Grégoire et al., 2018; Viskovich & Pakenham, 2018).

One core process of psychological flexibility is values, and
values are the foundation for fostering psychological flexibil-
ity (Hayes et al., 2006). This core process and its relevance
were present in students’ reflections. Over half of the students
reported in their reflective journal that they experienced that
they had become conscious of their own values or had con-
sidered them in more detail during the course. Students also
realized the wide variety of important things in their life and
would need to make changes in their actions. This exploration
of values is an essential part of psychological flexibility as
values offer guidance to experiences of meaningfulness in life
and help guide actions in a way that offers long-term satisfac-
tion to actions (Hayes et al., 2006). Value-based action and
behaviour is necessary for life satisfaction and an experience
of a meaningful life (LeJeune & Luoma, 2019; Luoma &
Hayes, 2008). Exploring one’s values is also important be-
cause it has been shown that students’ actions which focus
on short-term rather than long-term value-based satisfaction
are related to academic stress, mental problems, and to prob-
lems in studying (Levin et al., 2018), and further, increasing
value-based action can reduce struggling and suffering
(Gloster et al., 2017). These studies support our results, which
show that when students became conscious of their own
values, it helped them to guide their life and actions in a
meaningful way and guide them toward important things in
their lives.

Students also reported that they had learnt to recognize and
confront their negative thoughts and feelings and that they had
come to understand that they were not facts but merely ideas
and thoughts. These comments are related to the core process
of defusion in psychological flexibility (Luoma & Hayes,
2008), which has been stated to be the central process in psy-
chological flexibility and in explaining changes in well-being
(Ruiz, 2012). When thoughts are seen as facts as they normal-
ly very often are, they can be very harmful to behavior
(Masuda et al., 2004). Students’ descriptions suggest that stu-
dents had learnt to make a distinction between facts and feel-
ings, and their thoughts are not necessarily facts, which pre-
sents cognitive defusion. Furthermore, students reported that
they had learnt to accept and confront their negative thoughts.

@ Springer

This represents the core process of acceptance (Hayes, 2019),
where negative thoughts and feelings are actively embraced
and explored from an observer perspective (Hacker et al.,
2016; Hayes et al., 2006). Acceptance is seen as very impor-
tant for value-based actions (Wilson & Murrell, 2004) as dif-
ficult thoughts and emotions are seen as a central part of life
and resisting and avoiding them can result in problems in life
(Wilson & Murrell, 2004). Students reported that acceptance
and coping with negative feelings also improved their well-
being. Just being aware of thought is not always enough to
have long-term effects, but acceptance of these experiences
and thoughts is important and this can have long-term effects
on well-being (Kohtala et al., 2018). Accepting and
confronting one’s thought may have helped students to study
more effectively and be more motivated at university.

Furthermore, students reported that they had learnt mind-
fulness and being present and had practiced concentration
skills in the course, and further, they felt that these skills had
helped them in their studies and in stressful events. Being
present is a central core process of psychological flexibility
(Hayes, 2019; Hayes et al., 2006). Focusing on the present
moment may provide opportunities to learn from a current
experience and to see new options for action (LeJeune &
Luoma, 2019). In addition, many studies have illustrated the
health effects of mindfulness-based interventions (see
Grossman et al., 2004), and the results of our study also
showed that almost half of the students experienced exercises
concerning mindful presence and relaxation to be useful in
promoting their well-being by releasing stress. It has been
shown that acceptance of thoughts and feelings combined
with mindful presence and action have long-term effects on
their subjective well-being (Kohtala et al., 2018).

Many students also reported about increasing self-
knowledge; students had learnt to know themselves better,
and they had realized new and often positive things about
themselves during this intervention. They also reported that
during this course they had learnt self-compassion. The pro-
cess of seeing oneself as a context relates to an ongoing pro-
cess of self-knowledge, and is one core process of psycholog-
ical flexibility (Hayes et al., 2020). Thus, students reporting
that their self-knowledge has improved could be expected in
an ACT-based course. In addition, it has been stated that self-
compassion is implicitly processed as part of all core process-
es ACT (Luoma & Platt, 2015). For example, acceptance in-
volves self-acceptance, defusion comprises the process of rec-
ognizing and distancing critical thoughts about oneself, and
one’s self as context exercises often include practicing more
empathetic ways to relate to oneself (Luoma & Platt, 2015). A
recent study among university students also showed that self-
compassion was significantly correlated with psychological
flexibility and emotional well-being (Marshall & Brockman,
2016). Thus, practicing ACT-based processes can also im-
prove self-compassion toward oneself as was seen in this
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study when students reported that they had learnt to be kinder
and more compassionate toward themselves. Thus, incorpo-
rating compassion processes in a course for university stu-
dents may lead to improved outcomes (Marshall &
Brockman, 2016), and should be included in forthcoming
courses.

Psychological flexibility can also foster learning as it has
been shown to be positively related to positive emotions in
learning, integration into studying, self-regulation and study
progression (Asikainen, 2018; Asikainen et al., 2018;
Eisenbeck et al., 2019). Our study reinforces the role of psy-
chological flexibility in learning, and in well-being.
Psychological flexibility correlated positively with organized
studying and negatively with perceived stress and ill-being,
whereas stress correlated negatively with organized studying,
and further, there was a negative correlation between ill-being
and organized studying. These associations are in line with
previous studies that show a positive relationship between
psychological flexibility and well-being (Hayes, 2019;
Marshall & Brockman, 2016). The relationship between orga-
nized studying and well-being has not been researched much,
but recent studies have indicated that organized studying is
positively related to psychological flexibility (Asikainen
et al., 2019) and well-being (Asikainen et al., 2020).
Students’ reflections on the course support this finding, as
the majority of the students felt that the course benefited their
studying. Students felt that during their course their studying
became more effective and productive, partly because they
had learnt to confront their thoughts as well as clarified their
values. As a consequence, they felt that their study-motivation
increased and their attitude toward studies was more positive,
which is in line with an earlier study (Asikainen, 2018).

Students also considered that their time management skills
improved during the course. By including a follow-up of their
time usage in this intervention it was possible to make the time
usage visible for students. This in turn seemed to be useful for
students to make changes to their time management and make
their studying more organized. This result is in line with a
previous study (Asikainen et al., 2019), which also indicated
that with courses like this it is possible to improve students’
time management skills.

To conclude, we can suggest that both practicing psy-
chological flexibility and study skills was an excellent
way to support students’ studying. We propose that better
learning is not merely a consequence of learning new
studying techniques. It also requires becoming familiar
with one’s own thoughts and emotions as well as practic-
ing value-based action. It has been shown that psycholog-
ical flexibility has a strong relationship to progression in
studying (Asikainen, 2018; Asikainen et al., 2018) and a
negative relationship to problems in studying (Levin
et al., 2018) and procrastination (Glick et al., 2014). In
addition, psychological flexibility together with organized

studying have also been found to be negatively related to
procrastination (Hailikari et al., 2021), and thus, by com-
bining these two in this course may have influenced stu-
dents’ experiences of more motivating and more efficient
studying as the students reflected in their journals. Based
on the reflections of the students, we suggest that
supporting both psychological flexibility and study skills
can have positive effects on students’ well-being and
study skills.

Some of the students felt that the course was not useful in
improving their well-being. Among the reasons for this were
that the students did not have enough time to put an effort into
the exercises, they already felt good about their lives, or they
had mental health problems. A study where ACT-based inter-
vention was given to clinical psychology students and their
experiences were explored with qualitative data showed that
59% of the students reported some challenges or difficulties in
the intervention (Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012). These
difficulties were mostly related to difficulties in understanding
the principles of ACT, but the 14% of the students reporting
challenges said that they had difficulties finding the time to
fully attend the intervention (Pakenham & Stafford-Brown,
2012). It has been shown that the amount of effort students
put into an exercise is related to their experiences of the use-
fulness of the intervention course (Asikainen et al., 2020).
Thus, if students do not put effort into the exercises, the effect
of and experiences of the course may not be so positive.

Furthermore, some of the students reported having men-
tal health problems and reported that their well-being was
not increased. It has been shown that participants from
different backgrounds can experience interventions differ-
ently (Kinnunen et al., 2019). For example, students with
severe burnout symptoms do not necessarily show a sig-
nificant decrease in such symptoms, but they do show an
increase in mindfulness skills (Kinnunen et al., 2019). This
could also be true for students who had mental health prob-
lems at the beginning of the course and felt that their well-
being had not improved. However, only one student felt
that the intervention did not help in any way. Future re-
search should focus more closely on students who do not
benefit from courses of this kind, and how this kind of
intervention would benefit students with different situa-
tions. In forthcoming studies, it would also be interesting
to analyze students’ reflective essays to study their experi-
ences throughout the course. In the future, the course could
be developed so that it is made more visible to the students
that the effort put into the course can affect the benefits and
their experiences of the course. In addition, for students
with problems with mental health additional support could
be offered in the course by including information about
other support givers, such as university health services
and study psychologists. In this way we could capture the
students in need of help early on in the course.
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Limitations

Our study has a number of limitations. It lacked a control
group and the change in students’ experiences was measured
before and after the course, and no long-term effects were
measured. For this reason, no causality or effect of the course
can be suggested based on the quantitative data, which could
have been more properly analyzed with a randomized con-
trolled design with a control group. Due to the lack of exper-
imental design, there is also a possibility for different kinds of
problems in interpreting the results, such as the placebo effect,
demand characteristics, or spontaneous recovery, thus the
quantitative results should be interpreted with care.
However, the strength of this study is the qualitative data
about students’ experiences of the course and the changes in
the dimensions were very much in line with the qualitative
data. The qualitative data answered the question in what ways
did the students feel that the course affected their well-being
and studying and, thus, it can be suggested that in this study
we obtain the students’ own experiences of the effect of the
course. The strength of a mixed-method design is that it can
provide a more in-depth picture about the research topic and
deepen the quantitative findings (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie,
2004). Thus, even without a control group we suggest that
the course had an impact on the students. This study was also
based only on self-report data, without any biophysical data.
Future research should explore the effects of the course by
using biophysical measurements to gain a wider picture of
the effects, especially focusing on the long-term effects of
these kinds of courses.

Conclusions

Our results show that students benefited from the course both
in terms of studying and well-being. Developing students’
psychological flexibility had several benefits for studying
and well-being. Thus, we suggest that in order to support
successful studying in higher education, both student well-
being and student study skills should be supported. We sug-
gest that the ACT-based exercises would be worth to add to
higher education curriculums. Exercises based on the im-
provement of psychological flexibility could be easily imple-
mented in curriculums or in separate courses like the one used
in the present study. These courses can serve as an early sup-
port model for university students when students in deep dis-
tress can be recognized quite early in their university careers.
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