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Abstract

Background: Online mindfulness-based intervention can improve the mental health of undergraduate
nursing students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Aim: This study evaluated the effect of the mindfulness-based progressive muscle relaxation and
breathing exercises program on physical and mental health, coping, and academic success.
Methodology: A qualitative evaluation design with a purposive criterion sample (n = 97) was used to
investigate the effect of mindfulness-based progressive muscle relaxation and breathing exercises on
physical and mental health, coping, and academic success.

Results: The mean age of the students was 22.15£1.14 (min=21, max=26), and 81.4% were female.
Thematic analysis of students' experiences resulted in the identification of five categories: (a) dealing
with negative emotions, (b) coping with physical symptoms, (c) building positive relationships, (d)
managing stress, and (e) increasing academic success.

Conclusion: The program increased nursing students’ mental and physical health, improved their
interpersonal relationships and coping strategies with stress and increased their learning and academic
success.
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state. It is used with various relaxation
techniques and is also included in progressive
muscle relaxation exercises (Perciavalle et al.,
2017).

Introduction

Relaxation training refers to diverse strategies
designed to help people voluntarily release
tension and relax the mind and body. Through

deep breathing, biofeedback, progressive
muscle relaxation, and visualization, people
learn to control fear and anxiety and improve
stress and pain management (Segal et al.,
2011). Progressive muscle relaxation
exercise, also known as progressive muscle
relaxation, is a relaxation therapy in which the
muscles of one part of the body are tightened
and relaxed at once to gain control over the
anxiety that stimulates the mind and muscle
tension (Purnomo et al, 2021). Deep
breathing exercises, which are relaxation
exercises, are also widely used to reduce
stress-related pressure and improve mental
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Mindfulness is an experiential process in
which attention is directed purposefully and
consciously to what is happening in the body
and mind at that moment, and the content that
emerges as a result of these observations is
accepted without judgment, analysis,
reaction, curiosity, understanding, and
compassion (Aktepe and Tolan, 2020). Stress
reduction, cognitive therapy, and relapse
prevention programs are based on
mindfulness  (Alpay et al, 2018).
Mindfulness-based stress reduction was
developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1979 and is
formerly known as the stress reduction and
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relaxation program. It was initially designed
to relieve the suffering of patients with
chronic pain and facilitate their adaptation to
medical illness. It later took part in
mindfulness meditation as a self-regulation
approach to stress reduction and emotion
management (Nehra et al., 2013).

Progressive muscle relaxation therapy can be
used to manage stress (Purnomo et al., 2021).
There are studies conducted with nursing
students. A study using progressive muscle
relaxation exercises and music therapy aimed
to reduce the stress of nursing students and
increase academic performance before the
exam. A significant difference was found in
the blood pressure, heart rate, cortisol,
glucose values, and academic achievement
levels of the students who participated and did
not participate in the program. (Gallego
Gomez et al, 2020). Another study
investigated the effect of progressive muscle
relaxation exercises on intern nurses' clinical
stress and burnout levels. After the
intervention, students' burnout levels and
socio-behavioral, emotional, and physical
symptoms in response to clinical stress
decreased (Pelit Aksu et al., 2021). In another
study, nature sounds and progressive muscle
relaxation exercises were applied to nursing
students, and it investigated their effects on
blood pressure measurement skills, anxiety
level, and vital signs. After the intervention,
the blood pressure measurement skills of the
students increased, their anxiety levels and
heart rate decreased (Korkut et al., 2021).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, nursing
students felt negative emotions such as
anxiety, fear, uneasiness, sleep disturbances,
and severe concern (Collado-Boira et al.,
2020; Lovric et al., 2020; Mulyadi et al.,
2021). They experienced anxiety and stressful
situations due to distance learning, clinical

training, assignments, and  academic
workloads (Majrashi et al., 2021). Aslan and
Pekince (2021) suggested that nursing

students should bring the ability to cope with
stress in cases of the pandemic. Online
mindfulness-based intervention can improve
the mental health of undergraduate nursing
students (Dai et al., 2022). For this reason, the
Mindfulness-Based  Progressive  Muscle
Relaxation and Breathing Exercises Program
was applied to senior nursing students
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participating in this study. This study aimed to
evaluate the effect of the mindfulness-based
progressive muscle relaxation and breathing
exercises program on nursing students'
physical and mental health, coping, and
academic success.

Methodology

A qualitative evaluation design was used to
evaluate the experiences and opinions of the
students who participated in the Mindfulness-
Based Progressive Muscle Relaxation and
Breathing Exercises Program.

The sample consisted of 97 senior students
who agreed to participate in the study and
filled out the questionnaires completely. The
mean age of the students was 22.15+1.14
(min=21, max=26), and 81.4% were female
(Table 1). Before starting the study, written
permissions were obtained from the Dean of
the Faculty of Health Sciences and the
University = Human  Research  Ethics
Committee (date: 18.12.2020 no: 2020/13-
80). The principles of the Declaration of
Helsinki were taken into account in all
research processes.

A Semi-Structured Interview Form was used
in the data collection. Semi-Structured
Interview Form consists of five open-ended
questions: 1) Can you explain the effects of
this program on your mental health? 2) Could
you explain the effects of this program on
your physical health? 3) Could you explain
the effects of this program on your
interpersonal relationships, social life, and
family life? 4) Could you explain the effects
of this program on your coping with stress? 5)
Could you explain the effects of this program
on your learning and course success? A 10-
week Mindfulness-Based Progressive Muscle
Relaxation and Breathing Exercises Program
was applied to the students (Table 2). Sessions
were carried out once a week, and each
session lasted approximately 60 minutes. Due
to the quarantine period, the program was
implemented online through the University's
Distance Education Application and Research
Center. Then, students' opinions about this
program were evaluated. Colaizzi's seven-
stage model was used in evaluating the data:
1) Each transcript was read and reread until it
was divided into introductory statements. 2)
These statements were coded, and a code list
was created. 3) The similarities and
differences between the codes were
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determined, and these expressions formed
meanings. 4) The formulated meanings are
divided into categories. 5) Each category is
named according to its content. 6) Then, the
themes were determined, and the researchers
agreed on the themes. The structure of the
phenomenon has been defined. 7) Finally, the

consent of the participants regarding the
research results was obtained (Morrow et al.,
2015). In addition, the suitability of the
themes was evaluated by two academicians
apart from the research. The participants'
statements were directly quoted to increase
the validity and reliability of the study.

Table 1: Students’ sociodemographic characteristics (n=97)

Characteristics X£SD min.-max.
Age 22.15+1.14 21-26
n %
Gender Female 79 81.4
Male 18 18.6
Perceived socioeconomic status Good 16 16.5
Moderate 81 83.5
Family type Nuclear 83 85.6
Extended 14 14.4
People with whom the student Family 89 91.8
lives Friends 8 8.2
Place of residence City 49 50.5
Town 34 35.1
Village 14 14.4
History of physical illness Yes 5 5.2
No 92 94.8
History of mental illness Yes 4 4.1
No 93 95.9
COVID-19 test status No 81 83.6
Yes, it is positive 8 8.2
Yes, it is negative 8 8.2
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Table 2: Mindfulness-Based Progressive Muscle Relaxation and Breathing Exercises

Program

Sessions Contents

Session 1 Acquaintance, giving information about the program,
Explaining group rules

Session 2 Discussing anxiety and stress response and symptoms of anxiety,
Teaching breathing and muscle relaxation exercises

Session 3 Recognition of the body's anxiety and stress responses,
The practice of breathing and relaxation exercises,
Discussion of changes after implementation

Session 4 Giving information about mindfulness,
The practice of breathing and relaxation exercises,
Discussion of scientific study findings on the topic

Session 5 Discussing mindfulness,
Body scan and grape meditation

Session 6 Discussing mindfulness,
The practice of breathing and relaxation exercises,
Discussion of changes after implementation

Session 7 Talking about stressors in life,
The practice of breathing and relaxation exercises,
Meditation to get rid of negative emotions

Session 8 The practice of breathing and relaxation exercises,
Seed planting meditation
Discussion of meditation practice

Session 9 Silence day (using all techniques)

Session 10 Evaluation, filling out data collection forms

Table 3: Themes and subthemes generated from the findings

Themes Subthemes
Theme 1: “Dealing with negative emotions e Coping
) e Managing emotions
e Quality sleep
Theme 2: “Coping with physical symptoms" e Pain control
e Feeling fit
e Easy breathing
Theme 3: “Building positive relationships" e Positive relationship building

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org



International Journal of Caring Sciences

May-August 2024 Volume 17| Issue 2| Page 722

Theme 4: “Managing stress"

Theme 5: “Increasing academic success "

e Being understanding

e Effective communication
e Acting with thinking

e Trying to control oneself
e Knowing what to do

e Increased attention

e Increased Motivation

e Coping with exam anxiety

Results

Qualitative data analysis generated five

categories: (a) dealing with negative
emotions, (b) coping with physical
symptoms, (c) building positive

relationships, (d) managing stress, and (e)
increasing academic success (Table 3).

Theme 1: Dealing with Negative Emotions

Students reported that they could cope with
their problems better because they relaxed.
They managed their anger, stress, and fear
with these practices. They could calm down
and relax with the exercises to fall asleep
more comfortably.

“When I am overwhelmed or do not
know how to deal with problems, I do
the exercises and relax.” (Student 29,
Female)

“My sleep  problems
decreased.” (Student 84, Male)

have

Theme 2: Coping with Physical Symptoms

Students stated that their lower back, head,
neck, and back muscles were loosened and
relaxed, and the program significantly
reduced their pain. The exercises made them
feel more energetic and robust. They started
to control their breathing and breathe more
quickly because they participated in the
program.

“My neck muscles contract when I am

stressed. [ feel my neck muscles relax
after doing the exercises.” (Student 9,
Female)

“l was experiencing fatigue and
exhaustion before the program. I feel
that these symptoms are not present
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now. I am calmer than before."”
(Student 54, Female)

Theme 3: Building Positive Relationships

Students  established more  positive
relationships because the program provided
students to remain calm and understanding.
The fact that the students could control
themselves and their emotions, thanks to the
program, helped them approach the people
around them with more understanding.
Students started communicating more
effectively because they could control their
emotions and stay calmer.

“There were times when I practiced
the exercises with my family. It helped
us to be calmer and understanding
towards each other.” (Student &,
Female)

“I controlled myself better when I
was angry. This caused me to be
calmer and more constructive in my
relationships.” (Student 64, Female)

“It allowed me to communicate with
them more clearly and calmly.”
(Student 58, Female)

Theme 4: Managing Stress

Keeping calm with the program caused the
students to act by thought. Students learned
they could control their bodies and started to
control themselves in stressful situations.
Breathing and relaxation exercises have been
coping methods students can use in stressful
times.

“It relaxed me and made me think
better of what to do in times of
stress.” (Student 11, Female)
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“I try to stay calmer about the events
in my life.” (Student 14, Female)

“When I was stressed, I did not know
how to deal with it. Now I can relax
using these exercises.” (Student 15,
Female)

Theme 5: Increasing Academic Success

The exercises allowed most students to focus
better on their lessons as they raised their
attention. As the students' focus increased
with the exercises, their motivation toward
the lessons also increased. The students
managed their negative emotions and exam
anxiety along with the exercises.

“As the exercises helped me to
recover and adapt more quickly, my
attention increased, and the lessons
were more productive than before."
(Student 5, Female)

“Exercises increased
motivation.” (Student 39, Female)

my

“I took the exams more calmly. I was
not excited.” (Student 54, Female)

Discussion

After the program, nursing students
mentioned feeling better, coping with
problems, sleeping more comfortably, and
managing negative emotions. Studies have
shown that progressive muscle relaxation
exercises improve students' psychological
well-being and reduce mental problems
(Bostani et al., 2018; Pelit-Aksu et al., 2021).
In another study, progressive muscle
relaxation exercises with music therapy
reduced the state anxiety levels of students
before clinical practice but did not affect their
trait anxiety levels (Inangil et al., 2020).
Mindfulness-based  approaches  enable
students to become aware of their emotions
and manage their feelings (Bamber &
Schneider, 2021).

The students reported that they could control
their pain in various parts of their bodies, felt
more energetic during the day, and began to
breathe more easily because they participated
in the program. So they are physically
relaxed. Mindfulness-based approaches have
improved  students'  awareness  and
understanding of bodily sensations and their
ability to control physiological reactions
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(Bamber & Schneider, 2021). A study
showed that progressive muscle relaxation
exercises applied to students effectively
improved students' physical symptoms, such
as pain (Sis-Celik & Ejder-Apay, 2021). In
another study, progressive muscle relaxation
and breathing exercises caused physiological
relaxation in students (Toussaint et al., 2021).

The students showed a more positive and
calm approach because they participated in
the program. They had fewer arguments
within the family, more positive
relationships, more understanding towards
the people around them, and expressed
themselves better. Similarly, mindfulness-
based initiatives applied to students increase
their self-esteem and reduce their social
problems (Naseh, 2019). Mindfulness-based
approaches enable students to understand the
importance of social connections, relate to
and empathize with people and increase their
ability to participate in and enjoy activities
(Bamber & Schneider, 2021). On the other
hand, mindfulness-based practices in the
school environment  increased  the
participants' better adaptation to others and
their compassion towards themselves and
others (Norton & Griffith, 2020).

The students stated that their stress levels
decreased because they participated in the
program. Mindfulness-based exercises and
relaxation techniques effectively reduce
perceived stress and the adverse effects of
stress on university students (Modrego-
Alarcon et al.,, 2021; Wilczynska et al.,
2019). Similarly, the mindfulness-based
stress reduction program applied to medical
students reduced their stress levels by
regulating their emotional states (Polle &
Gair, 2021). In a study involving nursing
students, progressive muscle relaxation
exercises reduced students' anxiety and stress
levels (Gangadharan & Madani, 2018).

Students reported that the exercises increased
their attention and motivation, enabled them
to focus better, facilitated their learning, and
increased their ability to cope with exam
stress. Mindfulness-based approaches to
nursing students have improved their
academic success and clinical performance
(McVeigh et al., 2021). Similarly, in a study,
the mindfulness-based stress reduction
approach decreased students' cognitive and
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emotional exam anxiety (Dundas et al.,
2021). In another study, the progressive
muscle relaxation exercise that was applied
to nursing students reduced their exam
anxiety (Zargarzadeh & Shirazi, 2014).

The progressive muscle relaxation exercise
used during clinical practice reduced the
clinical stress and burnout of the students
(Pelit-Aksu et al., 2021).

Limitations: This study has some
limitations. First, the study was carried out
only in a center; the study's findings can only
be generalized to some students in Turkey.
Second, this study was conducted online.
Therefore, students were answered according
to how they perceived the questions.

Conclusion: Five main themes were
obtained regarding nursing students'
experiences participating in the Mindfulness-
Based Muscle Relaxation and Breathing
Exercises Program. The themes were:

(a) dealing with negative emotions,
(b) coping with physical symptoms,
(c) building positive relationships,
(d) managing stress, and

(e) increasing academic success.

In short, the students felt good mentally and
physically, approached life and people
positively, coped with stress more
effectively, and increased their motivation
for the lesson. The program should be applied
to increase the academic success of nursing
students, improve their ability to cope with
stress, boost their mental and physical well-
being, reduce their stress levels, and
strengthen their social relations.

Acknowledgements: The authors would like
to thank all students who participated in the
study.

References

Aktepe, 1., & Tolan, O. (2020). Mindfulness: A
current review. Current Approaches in
Psychiatry, 12(4), 534-561. Doi:
10.18863/pgy.692250

Alpay, U., Aydogdu, B.E., & Yorulmaz, O.
(2018). The effect of mindfulness-based
interventions on adults’ substance use: A
systematic review. Addicta: The Turkish
Journal on Addictions, 5(4), 721-746.

Aslan, H., & Pekince, H. (2021). Nursing
students' views on the COVID-19 pandemic

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org

and their perceived stress levels. Perspectives
in Psychiatric Care, 57, 695-701.

Bamber, M.D., & Schneider, J.K. (2021). College
students’ perceptions of mindfulness-based
interventions: A narrative review of the
qualitative research. Current Psychology, 41,
667-680. Doi: 10.1007/s12144-019-00592-4.

Bostani, S., Rambod, M., Irani, P.S., &
Torabizadeh, C. (2020). Comparing the effect
of progressive muscle relaxation exercise and
support group therapy on the happiness of
nursing students: A randomized clinical trial
study. International Journal of Africa Nursing
Sciences, 13, 100218. Doi:
10.1016/j.ijans.2020.100218

Collado-Boira, E.J., Ruiz-Palomino, E., Salas-
Media, P., Folch-Ayora, A., Muriach, M., &
Balino, P. (2020). The COVID-19 outbreak-
An empirical phenomenological study on
perceptions and psychosocial considerations
surrounding the immediate incorporation of

final-year Spanish nursing and medical
students into the health system. Nurse
Education  Today, 92, 104504. Doi:

10.1016/j.nedt.2020.104504

Dai, Z., Jing, S., Wang, H., Xiao, W., Huang, Y.,
Chen, X., ..., Su, X. (2022). Mindfulness-
based online intervention on mental health
among undergraduate nursing students during
coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic in
Beijing, China: A randomized controlled trial.
Frontiers in Psychiatry, 13, 949477. Doi:
10.3389/fpsyt.2022.949477

Dundas, 1., Thorsheim, T., Hjeltnes, A., & Binder,
P.E. (2016). Mindfulness-based stress
reduction for academic evaluation anxiety: A
naturalistic longitudinal study. Journal of
College Student Psychotherapy, 30(2), 114-
31.

Gallego Gomez, J.I., Balanza, S., Leal-Llopis, J.,
Garcia-Mendez, J.A., Oliva-Perez, J.,
Domenech-Tortosa, J., et al. (2020).
Effectiveness of music therapy and
progressive muscle relaxation in reducing
stress before exams and improving academic
performance in Nursing students: A
randomized trial. Nurse Education Today, 84,
104217. Doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2019.104217

Gangadharan, P., & Madani, A.H. (2018).
Effectiveness of  progressive  muscle
relaxation techniques on depression, anxiety,
and stress among undergraduate nursing
students. International Journal of Health
Sciences and Research, 8(2), 155-63.

Inangil, D., Sendir, M., Kabuk, A., & Turkoglu, L.
(2020). The effect of music therapy and
progressive muscle relaxation exercise on
anxiety before the first clinical practice in
nursing students: A randomized controlled



International Journal of Caring Sciences

May-August 2024 Volume 17| Issue 2| Page 725

study. Florence Nightingale Journal of
Nursing, 28(3), 341-9.

Korkut, S., Ulker, T., Cidem, A., & Sahin, S.
(2021). The effect of progressive muscle
relaxation and nature sounds on blood
pressure measurement skills, anxiety levels,
and vital signs in nursing students.
Perspectives in Psychiatric Care, 57(4), 1782-
1790. Doi: 10.1111/ppc.12749

Lovric, R., Farcic, N., Miksic, S., & Vcev, A.
(2020). Studying during the COVID-19
pandemic: a qualitative inductive content
analysis of nursing students’ perceptions and
experiences. Education Sciences, 10, 188.
Doi: 10.3390/educscil 0070188

Majrashi, A., Khalil, A., Al Nagshabandi, E., &
Majrashi, A. (2021). Stressors and coping
strategies among nursing students during the
COVID-19 pandemic: Scoping review.
Nursing Reports, 11, 444-459.

McVeigh, C., Ace, L., Ski, C.F., Carswell, C.,
Burton, S., Rej, S., & Noble, H. (2021).
Mindfulness-based interventions for
undergraduate nursing students in a university
setting: A narrative review. Healthcare, 9,
1493. Doi: 10.3390/healthcare9111493

Modrego-Alarcon, M., Lopez-del-Hoyo,
Garcia-Campayo, J.,, Perez-Aranda,
Navarro-Gil, M., Beltran-Ruiz, M., ...,
Montero-Marin, J. (2021). Efficacy of
mindfulness-based programme with and
without virtual reality support to reduce stress
in university students: A randomized
controlled trial. Behaviour Research and
Therapy, 142, 103866. Doi:
10.1016/j.brat.2021.103866

Morrow, R., Rodriguez, A., & King, N. (2015).
Colaizzi’s  descriptive  phenomenological
method. The Psychologist, 28(8), 643-4.

Mulyadi, M., Tonapa, S. I., Luneto, S., Lin, W.T.,
& Lee, B.O. (2021). Prevalence of mental
health problems and sleep disturbances in
nursing students during the COVID-19
pandemic: A systematic review and meta-
analysis. Nurse Education in Practice, 57,
103228. Doi: 10.1016/j.nepr.2021.103228

Naseh, A. (2019). The effect of mindfulness-
based group intervention on self-esteem and
social problems in students with symptoms of
attention deficit / hyperactivity disorder.
Quarterly Journal of Child Mental Health,
6(3), 256-68. Doi: 10.29252/jcmh.6.3.22

Nehra, D.K., Sharma, N.R., Kumar, P., & Nehra,
S. (2013). Mindfulness Based Stress
Reduction: An Overview. In: Hooda, D.,
Sharma, N.R. (Eds), Mental Health Risk and
Resources. Global Vision Publishing House,
Delhi. p. 197-230.

Norton, K.R., & Griffith, G.M. (2020). The
impact of delivering mindfulness-based

Y,
A,

www.internationaljournalofcaringsciences.org

programmes in schools: A qualitative study.
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 29,
2623-36. Doi: 10.1007/s10826-020-01717-1

Pelit-Aksu, S., Ozkan-Sat, S., Yaman-Sozbir, S.,
& Senturk-Erenel, A. (2021). Effect of
progressive muscle relaxation exercise on
clinical stress and burnout in student nurse
interns. Perspectives in Psychiatric Care,
57(3), 1095-102. Doi: 10.1111/ppc.12662

Perciavalle, V., Blandini, M., Fecarotta, P.,
Buscemi, A., Di Corrado, D., Bertolo, L., et al.
(2017). The role of deep breathing on stress.
Neurological Sciences, 38, 451-458. Doi:
10.1007/s10072-016-2790-8

Polle, E., & Gair, J. (2021). Mindfulness-based
stress reduction for medical students: A
narrative  review.  Canadian  Medical
Education Journal, 12(2), e74-e¢80. Doi:
10.36834/cmej.68406

Purnomo, E., Sari, S.C., & Marheni, E. (2021).
The influence of progressive muscle
relaxation exercises on the level of anxiety an
athlete the high jump. Advances in Health
Sciences Research, 35, 95-99.

Segal, D.L., & Feliciano, L. (2011). Relaxation
training. In: Encyclopedia of Clinical
Neuropsychology. Springer. Doi:
10.1007/978-3-319-56782-2_425-2

Sis-Celik, A., & Ejder-Apay, S. (2021). Effect of
progressive relaxation exercises on primary
dysmenorrhea in Turkish students: A
randomized prospective controlled trial.
Complementary  Therapies in  Clinical
Practice, 42, 101280. Doi:
10.1016/j.ctcp.2020.101280

Toussaint, L., Nguyen, Q.A., Roettger, C., Dixon,
K., Offenbacher, M., Kohls, N., et al. (2021).
Effectiveness of  progressive  muscle
relaxation, deep breathing, and guided
imagery in promoting psychological and
physiological states of relaxation. Evidence-
Based Complementary and  Alternative
Medicine, Article ID 5924040, 1-8. Doi:
10.1155/2021/5924040

Wilczynska, D., Lysak-Radomska, A.,
Podczarska-Glowacka, M., Zajt, 1.,
Dornowski, M., & Skonieczny, P. (2019).
Evaluation of the effectiveness of relaxation in
lowering the level of anxiety in young adults:
A pilot study. International Journal of
Occupational Medicine and FEnvironmental
Health, 32(6), 1-8. Doi:
10.13075/ijomeh.1896.01457

Zargarzadeh, M., & Shirazi, M. (2014). The effect
of progressive muscle relaxation method on
test anxiety in nursing students. [ranian
Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research,
19(6), 607-12.



