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Abstract: This article investigated how mindfulness mediates the association between social-emotional learning (SEL) 

and mental health problems. The participants were 470 university students at the department of classroom teaching, 

guidance and psychological counseling, preschool, and special education departments.  285 of them were females (60.6%) 

and 185 of them were males (39.4%), between the age of 18 to 23 (SD=1.29). Social Emotional Learning Scale for 
Adolescents, Conscious Awareness Scale, and General Health Questionnaire were used for data collection. This study 

employed Hayes's regression-based Model 4 mediation analysis to test how mindfulness mediates the relationship 

between SEL and mental health problems. The study found that SEL significantly predicted fewer mental health 

problems. Moreover, this study suggested that mindfulness plays a mediating role between SEL and mental health 

problems. Taken all together, the study revealed significant direct and indirect effects of SEL on mental health problems. 

According to findings, incorporating SEL and mindfulness into psychosocial support programs for university students 
can be effective in alleviating mental health problems. This study highlighted the protective role of mindfulness-based 

SEL practices on mental health.  
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Öz: Bu çalışmada, sosyal duygusal öğrenme (SDÖ) ile ruh sağlığı sorunları arasındaki ilişkide bilinçli farkındalığın 

aracılık rolünün incelenmesi amaçlanmıştır. Araştırmaya 285 kadın (%60,6) ve 185 erkek (%39,4) olmak üzere toplam 

470 üniversite öğrencisi katılmıştır. Okul öncesi, rehberlik ve psikolojik danışmanlık, özel eğitim ve sınıf öğretmenliği 

bölümlerinde öğrenim gören katılımcıların yaşları 18 ile 23 arasındadır (SD=1,29). Çalışmanın veri toplama aşamasında 
Ergenler İçin Sosyal Duygusal Öğrenme Ölçeği, Bilinçli Farkındalık Ölçeği ve Genel Sağlık Anketi uygulanmıştır. SDÖ 

ile ruh sağlığı sorunları arasında bilinçli farkındalığın aracılık rolünü test etmek amacıyla Hayes'in regresyon tabanlı 

Model 4 aracılık analizi kullanılmıştır. Bu çalışma SDÖ'nün üniversite öğrencilerinde ruh sağlığı sorunlarını azalttığını 
ileri sürmektedir. Dahası, bilinçli farkındalığın SDÖ ile ruh sağlığı sorunları arasındaki aracılık rolü doğrulanmıştır. Tüm 

bunlar bir arada ele alındığında, bu çalışma SDÖ'nün ruh sağlığı sorunları üzerinde anlamlı doğrudan ve dolaylı etkileri 

olduğunu ortaya koymaktadır. Bu bulgulara göre SDÖ ve bilinçli farkındalığı üniversite öğrencileri için psikososyal 
destek programlarına dahil etmek, ruh sağlığı sorunlarını hafifletmede etkili olabilir. Bu çalışma kapsamında bilinçli 

farkındalık temelli SDÖ uygulamalarının ruh sağlığı üzerindeki koruyucu rolü vurgulanmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ruh sağlığı sorunları, bilinçli farkındalık, sosyal duygusal öğrenme, SDÖ, aracılık 

Kaşıkcı, F. & Korkmaz, B. C. (2025). The mediator role of mindfulness between social emotional learning and mental health problems. Erzincan University 
Journal of Education Faculty, 27(1), 117-125. https://doi.org/10.17556/erziefd.1582370  

 

Introduction 

Rapid technological changes substantially influence numerous 

fields, including education. Critical thinking, collaboration, 

creativity, and communication have become increasingly 

important for students in the 21st century (Stanikzai, 2023). In 

this sense, education systems have begun to consider the 

significance of social and emotional skills instead of solely 

focusing on academic success. In other words, today's 

changing conditions necessitate social and emotional skills, 

such as self-awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision-making, as well as academic skills, such as reading 

and writing. In this regard, Barlett (2019) suggests that social-

emotional skills provide effective coping mechanisms for 

students to overcome stress. To gain these skills, social-

emotional learning (SEL) enables them to effectively 

understand and manage their lives according to social and 

emotional aspects (Basu & Mermillod, 2011). Thanks to SEL, 

individuals are equipped with essential skills: self-awareness, 

self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 

responsible decision-making (Collaborative for Academic, 

2023; LaBelle, 2023). There is a consensus in the literature 

regarding the positive impact of SEL on mental health 

problems through enhancing the adaptation of students 

(Kaşıkcı & Öğülmüş, 2024; Turki et al., 2018; Vassilopoulos 

et al., 2018). Thus, addressing SEL can put forward valuable 

implications when investigating the mental health problems of 

students. 

The prevalence of mental health problems has dramatically 

increased worldwide. High prevalence rates of depression, 

anxiety, and stress are at an alarming issue for the countries 

(World Health Organization, 2024). These mental health 

problems can be destructive to the daily functioning of 

individuals (Khune et al., 2023). Unfortunately, mental health 

problems are more common after crises like the COVID-19 

pandemic (Meherali et al., 2021). For example, currently, the 

rate of adults exposed to mental health problems is 20% in the 

United States (National Institute of Mental Health, 2024). 

Individuals experiencing mental health problems are at risk of 

deterioration of social relationships and daily functioning, so 

their overall well-being decreases (Barbieri, 2021; Thoits, 

2011). At this point, the existing literature demonstrates the 

positive impact of SEL on mental health as a protective factor 

(Belaire et al., 2024; Williamson, 2021). This argument is 

confirmed by the observation of reduced levels of depression 

and anxiety and improved psychological resilience in 

individuals after SEL programs' implementations (Meyers et 

al., 2019; Singh et al., 2019). From this point of view, SEL is 

a critical educational approach to enhancing individual mental 

health. 

https://doi.org/10.17556/erziefd.1582370
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Recently, SEL has begun to be considered in conjunction 

with mindfulness practices to develop effective strategies for 

individuals' psychological well-being (Cheung, 2023; 

Henriksen & Gruber, 2024; Moreno-Gómez & Cejudo, 2019). 

That is why exploring the role of mindfulness in the 

relationship between SEL and mental health problems is a 

valuable effort to understand underlying mechanisms. 

Mindfulness is defined as a skill that involves present-moment 

awareness and acknowledging one's thoughts and emotions 

without judgment (Sezer et al., 2022). Numerous studies have 

found beneficial effects of mindfulness on mental health 

(Canby et al., 2015; Tomlinson et al., 2018). Since 

mindfulness is effective at boosting individuals' coping 

capacity, it is considered a valuable construct in preventing 

mental health problems (Li & Bressington, 2019; Strohmaier, 

2020). Additionally, mindfulness enables individuals 

strengthening their emotional resilience (Wang et al., 2016). 

Therefore, mindfulness should be considered to alleviate 

mental health problems.  

In Türkiye, 20% of the population experiences mental 

health issues that require treatment, with mental disorders 

primarily arising during adolescence or young adulthood 

(Karabulut et al., 2024). From this perspective, university 

students in Türkiye can be considered a risky group for the 

emergence of mental health problems. Similar to Türkiye, 

university students around the world face significant 

transitions, such as changing environments, leaving family and 

friends, and making new living arrangements, which can 

increase their risk of mental health problems (Cage et al., 

2021; Kaşıkcı, 2020; Kassie, 2023; Porru et al., 2022). The fact 

that university students are a risky group reveals the need for 

preventive and supportive interventions (Sheldon et al., 2021). 

In this context, a study by Kassie (2023) highlights that 

although the United Arab Emirates supports the development 

of social-emotional skills due to the awareness of increasing 

mental health problems in higher education institutions, 

sufficient gains have not been achieved. At this point, Kassie 

suggests the effectiveness of social-emotional skills when they 

are addressed together with mindfulness as a solution to 

increasing mental health problems in higher education. From 

this point of view, considering social-emotional skills together 

with mindfulness in the Turkish sample may reveal important 

implications for Turkish higher education institutions.  

In today's university life, where grades are a priority, 

students who aim to study more use negative coping strategies 

such as less sleep and addictive behavior. This leads to 

inadequate social and emotional adaptation and an increased 

risk of mental health problems (Nair & Otaki, 2021). 

Furthermore, numerous studies found high future anxiety 

among university students (Aşantuğrul, 2024; Gülırmak-Güler 

& Albayrak-Günday, 2024; Koçeroğlu et al., 2024). Thus, 

inappropriate coping strategies may continue to rise in 

university students whose social-emotional skills are not 

supported with additional strategies. An example of this is that 

programs that support social-emotional skills alone are 

insufficient to prevent mental health problems (Kassie, 2023). 

At this point, mindfulness can be used as a source of self-

regulated acts (Rehman et al., 2023) and a potential prevention 

strategy for mental health problems by effectively harnessing 

the social-emotional skills of university students. Currently, 

universities demand intervention and prevention strategies to 

cope with mental health problems (Bantjes et al., 2022; Gaiotto 

et al., 2022; Priestley et al., 2022). The need for cost-effective 

strategies is great in response to today's increasing need for 

university-campus mental health services (Seppälä et al., 

2020). Therefore, mindfulness can play a critical role in 

meeting this need with intervention and prevention strategies. 

That is why this study seeks the mediating role of mindfulness 

in the relationship between social-emotional learning and 

mental health problems among Turkish university students. 

When SEL and mindfulness combine, individuals have 

more potential to be involved in positive interpersonal 

interactions along with high emotional regulation (Lawlor, 

2016). After SEL helps to equip individuals with necessary 

emotional and social competencies, mindfulness-based 

programs are more effective at boosting individuals' self-

awareness and emotional resilience (Mihic et al., 2020; 

Roudebush et al., 2024). Mental health problems need to be 

addressed through profound strategies. At this point, SEL and 

mindfulness together increase individuals' coping capacity and 

well-being, so their combination is helpful for the prevention 

of mental health problems (de Carvalho et al., 2017; Maloney 

et al., 2016).  

The Mediating Role of Mindfulness 

Mindfulness is crucial to assisting individuals in gaining SEL 

through increased emotional resilience and better coping 

mechanisms (Sandilos et al., 2023). In addition, current 

literature highlights the effectiveness of mindfulness on 

mental health problems (Bravo et al., 2018; Koç & Uzun, 

2024). Because individuals' resilience is strengthened with 

mindfulness, their mental health problems can decrease. This 

suggests mindfulness's protective role on mental health. That 

is why this study seeks to identify the mediating role of 

mindfulness in the association between SEL and mental health 

problems. 

This study depends on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) 

claiming that meeting psychological needs through 

mindfulness and SEL leads to fewer mental health problems.  

According to this theory, meeting individuals' psychological 

needs, specifically autonomy, competence, and relatedness, 

boosts intrinsic motivation, promotes emotional regulation, 

and improves overall well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Because mindfulness supports individuals' ability to recognize 

and accept emotional experiences, it functions as an effective 

tool for fulfilling the fundamental psychological needs 

proposed by SDT (Schultz & Ryan, 2015). When individuals 

gain a profound awareness of internal processes through 

mindfulness, it also increases their sense of autonomy. 

Considering the perspective of SDT, individuals can 

internalize SEL skills through mindfulness practices. Hence, 

they utilize SEL skills more effectively. In this way, 

individuals apply the emotional and social skills acquired 

through SEL to their daily lives in a more meaningful and 

motivation-driven way (Ng, 2023; Schultz & Ryan, 2015). In 

conclusion, existing research demonstrates that incorporating 

mindfulness into the SEL process is an efficacious approach to 

safeguarding mental health. This strategy can help individuals 

manage a healthy and balanced life. 

Purpose of the Present Study 

Previous research has indicated that SEL contributes to 

psychological well-being and prevents mental health problems 

(LaBelle, 2023; Mitchell et al., 2024; Thierry et al., 2022). 

Substantial research has also studied how SEL programs 

reduce mental health problems while boosting resilience 

(Baughman et al., 2020; Lang et al., 2020). Nonetheless, the 

mechanisms by which SEL influences mental health are not 
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well-established. The current findings argue that mindfulness 

increases emotional resilience with a mediating role in 

reaching optimal mental health, and it assists in the positive 

impact of SEL on mental health (Nagpal & Radliff, 2024). 

Additionally, various populations have been selected for 

research regarding the relationship between mindfulness and 

SEL, particularly in the context of mental health problems (de 

Carvalho et al., 2017). Nevertheless, most studies have chosen 

to focus on children or individuals with traumatic experiences. 

This reveals that there is a dearth of research seeking the 

protective effect of mindfulness on those who are in emerging 

adulthood, especially university students. Thus, there is a need 

for further research involving university students on whether 

mindfulness mediates the relationship between SEL and 

mental health problems. Previous studies have shown that 

mindfulness boosts coping skills during stress suggesting the 

positive effect of mindfulness on mental health (Nagpal & 

Radliff, 2024). Thus, this study aims to examine whether 

mindfulness mediates the relationship between SEL and 

mental health problems. 

Method 

Participants 

This study comprised 470 university students. After analyzing 

the gender distribution of the study's participants, it was found 

that 285 (60.6%) were female and 185 (39.4%) were male. The 

age distribution of this study is as follows: 14.3% were 18 

years old, 25.5% were 19 years old, 26.8% were 20 years old, 

16% were 21 years old, and 17.4% were 22 years old or older 

(standard deviation = 1.29). The participant's departments 

were special education teaching, psychological counseling and 

guidance, preschool teaching, and classroom teaching, and 

their distributions were respectively 19.8%, 32.1%, 23.4%, 

and 24.7%. 

Measure 

Social Emotional Learning Scale 

This scale was used to evaluate the students' social and 

emotional learning competencies in this study. Totan (2018) 

developed the scale by considering the standards put forward 

by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL). The scale consists of a total of 23 items 

categorized into five sub-dimensions. These are self-

awareness, social awareness, self-management, responsible 

decision-making, and relationship skills. Also, there is a 

shorter version of the scale consisting of five items. According 

to the exploratory factor analysis (EFA), the item factor 

loadings are between .26 and .81. As to the Confirmatory 

Factor Analysis (CFA), the scale shows an optimal fit (χ2/sd = 

3.30; AGFI = .97; GFI = .99; RMR = .003 and SRMR = .003). 

Cronbach's alpha internal consistency coefficient for the 

reliability of the scale was calculated and a value of .92 was 

obtained for the entire scale. The internal consistency 

coefficients for the sub-dimensions, self-awareness, social 

awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making, 

and relationship skills, were calculated as .73, .70, .73, .83, .74, 

.79. The current study utilized the long version of the scale and 

the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was found to be .84. 

Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale 

The scale was used to evaluate students' awareness levels 

during the study. Brown and Ryan (2003) originally developed 

this scale. Adaptation of the scale to the Turkish culture was 

conducted by Özyeşil et al. (2011). This scale includes a total 

of 15 items. In alignment with its original form, the scale 

shows a unidimensional structure in the adaptation to Turkish 

culture. An exploratory factor analysis was used within the 

adaptation process. The fit indices of the scale show that the 

values got are within acceptable limits (χ2/sd=2.08; CFI=.93; 

AGFI= .91; TLI = .94; RMSEA=.06; SRMR= .06). As a result, 

the item factor loadings were determined between .49 and .81. 

Cronbach Alpha internal consistency coefficient was 

calculated as .80. As to the test-retest correlation, it was found 

to be .86. In this study, the scale's Cronbach alpha coefficient 

was .89. 

General Health Survey (GHS) 

Goldberg and Williams (1988) originally developed the scale. 

Kılıç (1996) adapted it to Turkish culture. This scale is 

appropriate for healthy individuals and primary healthcare 

applicants. It consists of 12 items. These items aim to evaluate 

individuals' psychological symptoms. A four-point Likert 

scale is used to score each item. Getting a high score on the 

scale shows the need for psychiatric assessment. The reliability 

coefficient of the scale was found to be .78 for the adaptation 

study. The test-retest correlation was found to be .84. In this 

study, the scale's Cronbach alpha coefficient was .88. 

Data Collection 

During the data collection process of the study, data was 

collected online after obtaining ethical research permission. 

Following this, a data collection link was sent to student 

advisors, and they shared it with their students in the classes 

they were responsible for or via WhatsApp groups. In addition, 

researchers sent the data collection link to university students 

individually. In the first stage of the data collection process, an 

informed consent form link was added to the students asking 

whether they would approve their voluntary participation in 

the study. Accordingly, the online data collection process was 

completed within ten days. The researchers reached out to the 

participants between 20/05/2023 and 30/05/2023. 

Data Analysis 

This research aimed to investigate the mediation role of 

mindfulness (M) in the association between social-emotional 

learning (X) and mental health problems (Y). In data analysis, 

missing data was first evaluated. In this context, data of 23 

participants were removed from the data set. In the next step, 

normality analyzes were performed. For this purpose, kurtosis 

and skewness were calculated. In addition, to test whether the 

answers given by the participants contained extreme values, 

the z score was calculated and the ±3 score range was taken as 

reference. In the last stage, Pearson product moment 

correlation was performed to test the relationship between the 

variables. Confidence intervals for correlations are calculated 

as 99%.  After testing the relationship between the variables, 

the mediating role of mindfulness between SEL and mental 

health problems was examined. 

The regression-based mediation analysis (Model 4) posited 

by Hayes (2018) was used to test the proposed mediation 

effect. MacKinnon et al. (2004) suggest that the mediation 

effect is confirmed when the 95% confidence interval (CI) 

does not include a zero value. In this study, the significance of 

indirect effects was investigated using the resampling 

bootstrapping method proposed by Preacher and Hayes 

(2008). The bootstrapping process was utilized to test the 
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direct and indirect effects in the established model, whereby a 

new data set was created by randomly selecting n number of 

data obtained with the bootstrapping method. The analyses 

were then performed on the newly created data set. In this 

particular research process, the number n was determined as 

5000, and the bootstrap coefficient and confidence intervals 

were calculated with resampling. To ascertain the significance 

of the direct and indirect effects established in the model, it is 

necessary that the lower and upper limits of the 95% 

confidence intervals of the calculated bootstrap coefficient do 

not contain zero. In this study, the mediation analysis was 

performed using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018) in the 

SPSS v30 program. 

Ethics Declaration 

This study was conducted with the approval decision of the 

Atatürk University Educational Sciences Ethics Committee 

(Issue No. 02/21) dated 14/02/2023. 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

In the study, kurtosis and skewness values were calculated 

within the scope of normality analysis. As can be seen in Table 

1, the skewness values of the SEL, mental health problems, 

and mindfulness variables were .015, .046, and .128, 

respectively, while the kurtosis values were -.404, -.053, and -

.027, respectively. According to the ±2 criterion put forward 

by George and Mallery (2019), the skewness and kurtosis 

values of the variables in this study fall within the specified 

range, which indicates that the variables are normally 

distributed. 

The correlation analysis results demonstrate a negative 

association between SEL and mental health problems (r = -

.379, p < .01) and a positive correlation with mindfulness (r = 

.353, p < .01). Moreover, a negative correlation was found 

between mental health problems and mindfulness (r = -.425, p 

< .01). 

Mediation Analysis 

The analysis results revealed a statistically significant direct 

effect of SEL on mental health problems (β = -.38, p < .001). 

Moreover, SEL was determined to positively and significantly 

impact mindfulness. Conversely, mindfulness showed a 

significant negative effect on mental health problems (β = -.33, 

p < .001). The combined effects of SEL and mindfulness 

accounted for 24% of the variance in mental health problems, 

as shown in Table 2 and Figure 1. The results prove the 

mediating role of mindfulness in the association between SEL 

and mental health problems. Additionally, the indirect effects 

of SEL on mental health problems through mindfulness were 

found to be statistically significant. As shown in Table 3, the 

total direct and indirect effects, along with the 95% bias-

adjusted confidence intervals, predicted mental health 

problems. 

Table 1. Correlation and descriptive results 

 M SD Skew. Kurt. SEL Mind. Ment. 

1.Social Emotional Learning 89.71 7.62 .01 -.40 - .35** -.37** 

2.Mindfulness 73.28 5.29 .05 -.05 - - -.42** 

3.Mental Health Problems 24.11 3.04 .13 -.03 - - - 

**p<.01, SEL= Social Emotional Learning, Mind.= Mindfulness, Ment.= Mental Health Problems 

Table 2. Coefficients for the mediation model 

 Consequent  

M (Mindfulness) Y (Mental Health Problems) 

Coeff. SE t P Coeff. SE t P 

Constant 51.20 2.70 18.98 <.001 47.49 1.93 24.62 <.001 

X (SEL) .24 .03 8.16 <.001 -.10 .02 -6.07 <.001 

M - - - - .19 .02 -7.71 <.001 

 R2 = .12 R2 = .24 

 F = 66.60, p < .001 F = 73.83, p < .001 

The coefficients in the table are unstandardized. 

 

 
Figure 1. The mediation model 

Table 3. Obtained unstandardized direct and indirect effects 

 Effect SE BootLLCI BootULCI 

Total indirect effect -.15 .02 -.18 -.12 

Direct effect -.10 .02 -.14 -.07 

Indirect effect -.05 .01 -.06 -.03 
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Discussion 

The results revealed that SEL and mindfulness significantly 

reduce mental health problems among university students. 

According to the findings, SEL positively influences 

university students' social and emotional skills. Thanks to the 

improvements in SEL skills, university students' mental health 

problems, including stress, anxiety, and depression, are 

reduced. The results of this study are aligned with the findings 

of the literature. For example, Durlak et al. (2011) highlighted 

the effectiveness of SEL programs in enhancing students' 

emotional adjustment and improving their overall mental 

health, as this study suggested. Also, Greenberg et al. (2017) 

emphasized SEL's contribution to social cohesion and 

psychological well-being, as this study found. In order to 

prevent mental health problems, a person needs to be aware of 

their symptoms with their self-awareness and to perceive how 

these symptoms differ from the general population with their 

social awareness. In this way, university students can increase 

their behaviors of seeking help, such as applying to mental 

health services, by noticing the deterioration in their daily 

functioning. In addition, they can distance themselves from 

mental health problems by moving away from behaviors that 

disrupt their daily functioning and towards life activities that 

regulate these functions. Self-regulation is essential in this 

process. Consequently, university students' social-emotional 

skills are crucial for addressing their awareness and regulation 

needs. 

This study revealed that mindfulness mediates the 

association between SEL and mental health problems. In this 

sense, mindfulness mitigates the mental health problems of 

university students by improving their capacity to manage 

their current emotional states. This study has proven the 

effectiveness of mindfulness in reducing mental health 

problems, as previous research highlighted (Sharma & Kumra, 

2022; Song & Lindquist, 2015). This can be attributed to the 

regulation of the internal experiences of university students 

through mindfulness. After the regulation of internal 

experiences, coping with stress can be facilitated. Since 

mindfulness provides a greater understanding and acceptance 

of oneself, emotional regulation capacity is enhanced with 

mindfulness practices (Guendelman et al., 2017). Mindfulness 

equips students to manage their internal experiences so that 

mental health problems tend to decrease. Thus, mindfulness 

functions as a mediator between SEL and mental health 

problems. 

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides a 

significant theoretical framework for this study. According to 

this theory, motivation and well-being increase when basic 

psychological needs are met (Jeno et al., 2019; Milyavskaya & 

Koestner, 2011). These needs require SEL skills such as self-

management and relationship skills. When SEL provides these 

skills to university students, mindfulness facilitates the 

improvement of SEL skills by boosting students' emotional 

regulation and self-awareness. In this way, fulfilling 

psychological needs can contribute to the alleviation of mental 

health problems of university students. While social-emotional 

learning skills are important for university students, they may 

not be effective if not applied correctly, particularly without 

strategies that clarify thoughts and actions in the present 

moment. In this case, since anxiety about their future and 

grades is common among university students (Aşantuğrul, 

2024; Gülırmak-Güler & Albayrak-Günday, 2024; Koçeroğlu 

et al., 2024; Nair & Otaki, 2021), they may find themselves 

distant from relationships and disoriented, leading to unmet 

psychological needs. Due to the fast-changing and highly 

demanding university environment (Cage et al., 2021; Kassie, 

2023; Porru et al., 2022; Sheldon et al., 2021), university 

students need to be in the present moment with the awareness 

provided by mindfulness instead of focusing on the past with 

regret or the future with anxiety. In this way, it may be easier 

and more effective to meet their psychological needs by using 

their social and emotional skills. Internalization of SEL skills 

through mindfulness provides more opportunities for 

university students in order to develop their emotional 

regulation and self-awareness. Even if mindfulness is 

inadequate to prevent mental health problems solely when 

SEL skills are internalized by means of mindfulness, 

university students' psychological needs are effectively met, so 

this could positively affect mental health problems. 

Emotionally balanced university students have healthier 

coping strategies against mental health problems (Schultz & 

Ryan, 2015). Taken all together, fulfilled psychological needs 

may explain the mediating role of mindfulness in the 

relationship between SEL and mental health problems. 

This study demonstrates that mindfulness equips university 

students with higher self-awareness and emotional regulation 

abilities to cope with mental health problems. SEL process is 

more powerful with mindfulness against mental health 

problems. Emotional balance may emerge with mindfulness, 

but university students may manage their inner experiences 

faster when SEL skills are combined with mindfulness. These 

results are in parallel with the findings of Bravo et al. (2018), 

suggesting the protective role of mindfulness against mental 

health problems owing to individuals strengthened coping 

abilities. The positive effect of mindfulness on mental health 

was also in alignment with the study of Enkema et al. (2020). 

Considering existing research, there is a consensus on the 

protective role of mindfulness. It is crucial to note that this 

study is novel in terms of its aim and participant group. In 

conclusion, SEL positively affects mental health problems 

through mindfulness among university students. 

On the other hand, the low explained variance shows the 

complex nature of mental health problems and that they are 

affected by many factors beyond just the level of awareness. 

In this context, it can be associated with the fact that variables 

such as traumatic history, family support, and socioeconomic 

status, which can affect mental health problems in the 

literature, are not included in the model. These findings 

emphasize that not only the level of awareness but also many 

other psychosocial factors are important in determining mental 

health problems. In addition, factors such as the subjective 

nature of general health questionnaires and the need for social 

acceptance may increase the risk of measurement error and 

reduce the explained variance. In addition, the findings 

obtained from this study can be evaluated as understanding 

prevention strategies among university students requires more 

than just mindfulness practices. Future studies should consider 

other important predictors of mental health problems. 

Although the explained variance is low, the statistically 

significant variables in this study may still explain the change 

in mental health problems among university students.  

Applications and Recommendations 

The study results indicate that SEL and mindfulness should be 

addressed together when practitioners and researchers handle 

the mental health problems of university students. More 

importantly, therapeutic interventions and psychoeducation 
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programs can consider SEL and mindfulness practices in order 

to strengthen university students against mental health 

problems. Programs including SEL and mindfulness can be 

helpful for coping with stress so that mental health problems 

may be alleviated effectively (Do & Giang, 2024; Henriksen 

& Gruber, 2024). This study found the positive effect of 

mindfulness with SEL on mental health problems thanks to the 

internalization of SEL skills by university students. Thus, 

educational settings should put more emphasis on SEL and 

mindfulness practices if they target students' mental well-

being.   

Mental health problems are among the alarming issues 

university students face today (Cage et al., 2021; Kassie, 2023; 

Porru et al., 2022). Unfortunately, increasing mental health 

issues lead to the deterioration of social relationships and daily 

functioning (Barbieri, 2021; Khune et al., 2023; Thoits, 2011). 

This can result in more significant problems within the 

university setting, where students manage various social 

interactions outside their families. Since transitions are evident 

and abundant in the first year of university, it may be beneficial 

for the orientation activities conducted for university students 

in the first year to be structured around the prevention of 

mental health problems and to include mindfulness and SEL 

skills. It is not enough for the academic advisor assigned to 

each student at the university to have a good command of the 

student's academic side because university students whose 

daily functionality is impaired are likely to have negative 

academic outcomes. In this sense, it is important for academic 

advisors to exhibit a guiding and supportive attitude to support 

the daily functioning of university students to improve their 

academic outcomes and general well-being. Numerous studies 

have found that university students use negative coping 

strategies to cope with anxiety about the future and grades 

(Aşantuğrul, 2024; Gülırmak-Güler & Albayrak-Günday, 

2024; Koçeroğlu et al., 2024; Nair & Otaki, 2021). In order for 

this situation not to lead to mental health problems, it may be 

helpful for the academic advisor to be supportive and guiding. 

In cases where family, friends, and social support are not 

available, one of the few sources of help for university students 

is their academic advisor. A structured orientation program 

focused on mindfulness and SEL skills followed by a 

supportive and guiding academic advisor may be effective in 

reducing mental health problems in university students. Within 

the scope of preventive measures, it may be useful to adapt 

mindfulness and SEL skills to psychoeducational programs for 

university students and use them in therapeutic interventions. 

Thus, it is an important need for higher education institutions 

to start planning activities focused on mindfulness and SEL 

skills for university students from their first year to prevent 

mental health problems. 

Limitations and Suggestions 

The current study has a few limitations that should be taken 

into account. Because the study has a cross-sectional design, 

we are not aware of the longitudinal relationships of the 

variables. That is why future research seeking SEL, 

mindfulness, and mental health problems should employ a 

longitudinal design in order to have an understanding of the 

change in time.  The current study collected data from 

university students through self-report measures. Future 

studies could benefit from using different data collection 

methods in order to obtain more reliable findings. Since this 

study was conducted with university students in Turkish 

culture, further research on different age groups and cultures 

is needed to generalize findings. Therefore, future studies 

should consider different age groups and cultural contexts 

when investigating the impact of SEL and mindfulness on 

mental health. 
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