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Abstract

Mindfulness, defined as the awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose,
in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience has been shown to
have powerful cognitive benefits (Kabat-zinn, 2003). The present study explores the effects of
mindfulness on psychological well-being as measured by perceived stress and depression,
emotion regulation, and creative thinking among specifically South Asian Americans (Mean age
28.15; n= 46 male, 60 female). The data supports the prediction that higher levels of mindfulness
will be correlated with higher levels of psychological well-being and emotion regulation via
reappraisal. This population displayed no significant relationship with mindfulness and the
suppressive emotion regulation strategy as well as between mindfulness and either creative
fluency or flexibility. Self reported Mindfulness, as measured by mindfulness-loving kindness,
demonstrates the same trends in correlation to other factors among a South Asian Population as it
has in non-specific populations.

Keywords: Mindfulness, Depression, Perceived Stress, Emotion Regulation, Creativity,

South Asian Americans



MINDFULNESS 4

Mindfulness, Psychological Well-Being, Emotion Regulation, and Creativity Among South
Asian Americans

Mindfulness is defined as the awareness that emerges through paying attention on
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by
moment (Kabat-zinn, 2003). It has been shown that mindfulness has incredibly powerful effects
on the human brain and body in individuals who practice a lifetime of mindfulness including not
only higher life satisfaction but also a significant decrease in pain sensitivity and the experience
of analgesic effects (Grant & Rainville, 2009; Lykins & Baer, 2009). Despite the fact that
mindfulness is an ancient practice, it is a brand new scientific field and has recently gained
popularity over only the past 30 years (Bishop et al., 2004). Research has yet to explore how
mindfulness affects the interrelation of various cognitive outcomes. Furthermore, since the vast
majority of research on mindfulness has been undertaken almost exclusively with a White
Western population, it is not yet known whether the results from previous studies can be
generalized to people from other cultural traditions (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Garland, Gaylord, &
Park, 2009; A. M. Grant, Langer, Falk, & Capodilupo, 2004; Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, &
Walach, 2004; Jha, Stanley, Kiyonaga, Wong, & Gelfand, 2010; Jha, Krompinger, & Baime,
2007; Kabat-Zinn, Lipworth, & Burney, 1985; Kabat-zinn, 1982; Shauna L. Shapiro, Astin,
Bishop, & Cordova, 2005; Speca, Carlson, Goodey, & Angen, 2000). This study aims to address
this gap in the literature by focusing on the interrelation of cognitive outcomes of mindfulness
among South Asian Americans.

According to Buddhist psychology, mindfulness is awareness without judgment,

attachment, or aversion and develops in four areas: (i) bodily phenomena, i.e. physical sensations
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(i1) feelings that are not emotions but rather reactions to things which we classify as either
‘pleasant,” ‘unpleasant,” or ‘neutral,’ (iii) mental phenomena, and (iv) to observe whether the
mental state is wholesome or unwholesome (Daya, 2000). The capacity to successfully develop
mindfulness, specifically through various meditative techniques finds its roots in the Buddhist
spiritual tradition and has been around for 2500 years (Khong, 2009; Shapiro et al., 2005; Thera,
2006). However, in spite of this long standing history, mindfulness has only recently become a
topic of scientific inquiry (Hayes, Feldman, & Gables, 2004). The definition of mindfulness as
used in research has evolved to slightly differ from the traditional definition; within the scientific
community, it has typically been defined as paying attention on purpose, in the present moment,
non-judgmentally to the unfolding of each experience (Kabat-zinn, 2003). Like mindfulness
practices seen in Buddhist practices, modern, secular mindfulness also uses meditation as a tool
to achieve a state of being rather than doing while embracing the key qualities of allowing, non-
judging, willingness, gratitude, and kindness (Baer, Walsh, & Lykins, 2009; Bishop et al., 2004;
Khong, 2009; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009).

Recent psychological research on mindfulness has shown that mindfulness is a significant
predictor of a number of cognitive outcomes. In particular, mindfulness has been linked to
psychological well-being, emotional regulation, and creativity.

Previous Research on the Emotional Benefits of Mindfulness

When assessing the relationship between mindfulness and well-being, there has been
shown a relationship between individuals with higher levels of mindfulness and a number of
mental health benefits, including higher positive affect, lower negative affect, alleviate
depressive symptoms, induce a reduction of posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms, possessing

a lower pain sensitivity, and even experience analgesic effects during mindful states (Brown &



MINDFULNESS 6

Ryan, 2003; Gordon, Staples, Blyta, & Bytyqi, 2004; Grant & Rainville, 2009; Grossman et al.,
2004; Sephton et al., 2007). Studies additionally suggest that sufficient mindfulness practice may
protect against functional mental impairments associated with high-stress contexts and may in
turn improve attention-related behavioral responses by enhancing the functioning of specific
subcomponents of attention (Jha et al., 2007). Practice in mindful-meditation has been shown to
not only benefit higher-order functions, but also serve to physically alter both brain activity and
structure such as increasing gray matter etc. (Luders, Toga, Lepore, & Gaser, 2009)

Recent clinical research has also examined the relationship between emotion regulation
and mindfulness. Emotion Regulation is defined as requiring the activation of a goal to up- or
down- regulate either the magnitude or duration of the emotional response (Gross, Sheppes, &
Urry, 2011). Studies have demonstrated that mindfulness can lead to an increase in the
experiencing of positive emotion as well as influence how emotionally ambiguous information is
processed, regulated, and represented in conscious awareness (Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek,
& Finkel, 2008). Furthermore, meditators are more aware of subtle emotional feelings and
possess “greater emotional clarity” (Nielsen & Kaszniak, 2006). Higher levels of mindfulness are
also negatively correlated to negative emotion regulation strategies (i.e. experiential avoidance,
thought suppression, rumination, worry, and spread of negative even to a negative sense of self,
overgeneralization) while positively correlated to positive emotion regulation strategies (i.e.
clarity of feelings, better ability to repair one’s mood, and cognitive flexibility and positive
reappraisal ability) (Garland et al., 2009; Hayes et al., 2004; Troy, Shallcross, Davis, & Mauss,
2012).

Finally, it has been claimed that mindfulness can be used as a way to increase creativity.

Specifically, mindfulness is theorized to induce a state of calmness and experiential acceptance
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where individuals are more receptive to creative ideas and thereby develop the ability to engage
in these ideas in a more efficient and vibrant way (Block-lerner, Salters-Pedneault, & Tull, 2005;
Bochun, 2011). Historically, the Greeks believed that psyche, or the inner individual, was the
source of creativity and that if engaged in practices leading to optimum levels of relaxation (i.e.
meditation) that individual would be able to unlock ones own creative muse (Fisher, 2006).

There is certain empirical evidence to support this. Meditation practices have been shown
to create the state of mind needed for intuitive flow, engagement, and non-conceptual awareness
which provides the optimal environment for creative development as well as insight problem
solving (Hirst, 2003; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Ostafin & Kassman, 2012). Mindful
manipulations, such as mindfulness interventions and guided meditations, have been shown to
have a powerful effect on creativity and vice versa; creative endeavors, such as engaging in the
creation of visual art where it is necessary to look at the chosen object from multiple
perspectives, have been shown to increase an individual’s mindfulness to their environment
(Grant et al., 2004; Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000).

Creativity, as a variable, has been argued to be too difficult to measure, but an effective
assessment that accounts for the multiple facets of creativity allows this factor to be analyzed
(Treffinger, 2009). Though most creativity literature lacks a singular and explicit definition,
divergent thinking tasks- specifically “unusual uses” tasks- tend to demonstrate abilities believed
to be most relevant for creative thinking and have been found to be better correlated with real-
life evidence for creative behavior such as gaining patents, producing novels or plays, starting
businesses, etc. (Gilhooly, Fioratou, Anthony, & Wynn, 2007; Guilford, 1967; Makel & Plucker,
2006; Simonton, 2012). Moreover, specific characteristics within divergent thinking account for

novelty, appropriateness, and impact (Guilford, 1967; Piffer, 2012). Unlike many of the research
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on mindfulness and creativity, the current study uniquely focuses on everyday creativity, like
divergent thinking, that may potentially be a higher utility and more valuable asset than Creative
pursuits (i.e. fine art and music). Also, unlike many previous studies assessing mindfulness and
creativity, this study aims to explore creativity in relation to inherent trait mindfulness as
opposed to an induced mindfulness manipulation or intervention.

There is a gap in the literature when assessing both everyday, divergent thinking
creativity as well as the relationship of mindfulness and it’s various cognitive outcomes on the
South Asian American population. Most studies tend to focus on mindfulness and each
individual cognitive outcome without accounting for their relationship to each other.
Furthermore, most mindfulness studies focus on a largely White Western population yet fails to
account the minority experience.

Extending Mindfulness Research Beyond White Samples

As mentioned above, the overwhelming majority of modern scientific research on
mindfulness has focused on white Western samples. However, using such a homogenous sample
might be limiting our knowledge of how mindfulness relates to cognitive outcomes. For instance,
there is reason to believe that Asian Americans have different subjective experiences than White
Americans. Asian-Americans, are considered to be model-minorities and therefore potentially
have a very different experience with psychological well-being, emotion regulation, and
creativity than the majority population (Fazio, Joe-Laidler, Moloney, & Hunt, 2010; Ibrahim,
Ohnishi, & Sandhu, 1997; Kao, 1995; Mahalingam & Leu, 2005).

This may be particularly true for South Asian Americans. South Asian Americans’
traditional spiritual and religious beliefs tend to be aligned with a fatalistic philosophy of life

strongly related to the concept of karma, found in Buddhist and Hindu religious dogma
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(Bhattacharya, 2004). Though South Asian Americans theoretically buy into the “American
Dream” when in the United States, they find themselves in the unique position of accessing their
South Asian culture and heritage when exposed to the westernized secular concept of
mindfulness (Ibrahim et al., 1997). Moreover, given that over 3.4 million South Asians live in
the United States and that the South Asian community grew over 81% in the past decade, it is
important that we better understand how the same psychological constructs could be differently
affecting South Asians’ cognitive outcomes (Strengthening South Asian Communities in
America & Asian American Federation, 2012).
Mindfulness, Psychological Well-being, Emotion Regulation, and Creativity among South
Asian American Populations

There is some research to suggest that South Asians’ experiences with our constructs may
be subjectively different. For instance, in regards to psychological well-being, minority
populations, especially Asian Americans, tend to feel higher perceived stress than their peers in
the United States (Wei, Ku, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Liao, 2008). Furthermore, individuals with
South Asian heritage living in the United States tend to find themselves undergoing huge
amounts of acculturation stress leading to the potential loss of supportive networks, mental
health disorders, substance abuse, etc. (Bhattacharya, 2004; Fazio et al., 2010). Minority
populations tend to also experience a stigma within their community when faced with depression
and other negative affect (Bhattacharya, 2004; Fazio et al., 2010; Wei et al., 2008). A strong
relationship with mindfulness may reverse the negative stigma and lower psychological well-
being seen in minority populations.

Research also suggests that South Asian Americans might use different strategies to

regulate their emotions. Emotion regulation is divided into two distinctive strategies: reappraisal
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and suppression. Reappraisal is defined as cognitively re-formulating a situation in order to
minimize its emotional impact whereas suppression is defined as the process of managing
emotion through the inhibition of expression (Gross, 2013). When assessing emotion strategies,
minority populations within the United States tend to use the suppressive strategy more than
reappraisal (Gross & John, 2003). Though minority populations, including South Asian
Americans, tend to use suppressive emotion regulation strategies, it has been revealed that the
negative effects associated with these strategies are mediated by cultural norms (Butler et al.,
2007). South Asian Americans possessing more mindfulness characteristics may potentially
offset the cultural tendency to use a more suppressive strategy when regulating emotion.

Finally, although there has been research assessing a cultural effect on creativity, the
South Asian population has been substantially overlooked (Makel & Plucker, 2006; Smallbone,
Bertotti, & Ekanem, 2005). When assessing creativity and innovation among Asian immigrants
living in a major metropolitan city, it was shown that this population actually makes a significant
contribution to creative sectors (Smallbone et al., 2005). Conversely, previous studies suggest
that certain cultural identities may moderate thinking schemas that may prevent risk taking,
variability in what is allowed from others, and in turn, divergent creativity (Lewis & Lovatt,
2013; Richards, 2001). The direct relationship between trait-mindfulness and divergent
production among minority populations, and specifically South Asian Americans has yet to be
explored.

In sum, the current literature has shown that there is research linking mindfulness,
psychological well-being, emotion regulation, and creativity. However, it has overlooked the
cultural context of specific populations as well as the interrelationship between the different

variables. The current study addresses this gap by assessing mindfulness, psychological well-



MINDFULNESS

being, emotion regulation, and every day divergent thinking creativity specifically within the
South Asian-American population. We turn to the study now.

Hypothesis 1A: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a negative
relationship between mindfulness and depression.

Hypothesis 1B: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a negative
relationship between mindfulness and perceived stress.

Hypothesis 2A: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a positive
relationship between mindfulness and emotional reappraisal.

Hypothesis 2B: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a negative
relationship between mindfulness and emotional suppression.

Hypothesis 3A: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a positive
relationship between mindfulness and creativity as measured by fluency.

Hypothesis 3B: Within the South-Asian American population, there will be a positive
relationship between mindfulness and creativity as measured by flexibility.

Method

Data was collected via online surveys using Qualtrics. Participants were recruited through
snowball sampling, flyers, and online social networking.
Participants and Procedure
The data consisted responses from participants of South Asian descent living in the United
States. The mean age of participants is 28.15 years old (SD= 14.51). Of the participants, 42.6%
are male (n=46), and 55.6% are female (n= 60). Measures. Measured variables are described
below in the survey are presented in the order they appeared in the online Qualtrics survey

website.
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Demographic Questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire asks respondents to report
on their race, age, gender, income level for the past year (2013), country of residence, number of
years living in the United States, and immigration status.

Creativity: Alternative Uses Task. Developed by Guilford (1967), the Alternative Uses
Task is used to assess creativity in individuals. The task requires participants to list as many
possible uses for a common household item (e.g. brick, paperclip, plastic bag, etc.) In this study,
the participant will be asked to consider a brick, 30 slots, and a suggested 3 minutes to read the
instructions and complete the task. Scoring is compromised of two components: fluency, and
flexibility. When using the Alternative Uses Task to assess creativity, the most commonly used
and objective measures are fluency and flexibility and are measured as follows: fluency is the
total number of categories where as flexibility is the number of different categories the
participant is able to include within their responses (Drapeau & DeBrule, 2013; Gilhooly et al.,
2007; Lewis & Lovatt, 2013). Flexibility categories — as chosen by the researcher—for a brick
are: construction, pavement, weapon, destruction, art/decoration, fix things, weight,
entertainment, furniture, heat, tools, and miscellaneous.

Mindfulness: Mindful, Loving, Kindness (MLK) Scale. Developed by Mahalingam
(Mahalingam, 2012), the MLK scale is a 27-item measure designed to assess self-compassion
and interpersonal compassion. After reading the instructions, participants respond to all 27-items
on a 5-point Likert-type response scale (1=Strongly disagree, 5=Strongly agree). A higher score
indicates more positive self- and interpersonal- compassion with a possible range of 27- 135.
Items include “I accept my own shortcomings,” and “I am not envious of other people’s
successes.” Item 17, “I am anxious when I deal with the pressures associated with the

disadvantages that come with some of my identities” is reverse coded. Within this sample, the
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internal consistency as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha indicates an acceptable level of internal
consistency at o= .92.

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ). Developed by Gross & John (2003), the
emotion regulation scale is a 10-item measure designed to assess emotion reappraisal and
emotion suppression. Emotion reappraisal consists of a 6-item sub-scale and emotion
suppression consists of a 4-item sub-scale. After reading the instructions, participants respond to
all 10-items on a 7-point Likert-type response scale (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree).
For emotion reappraisal, a higher score indicates a greater ability to engage in reappraisal with a
possible range of 6 to 42. Items include “When I want to feel more positive emotion, I change
the way I'm thinking” and “When I want to feel more positive emotion (such as joy or
amusement) I change what I’'m thinking about.” For emotion suppression, a higher score
indicates a greater ability to engage in suppression with a possible range of 4 to 24. Items include
“I control my emotions by not expressing them” and “When I am feeling negative emotions, I
make sure not to express them.” Within this sample, the internal consistency as assessed by
Cronbach’s alpha indicates an acceptable level of internal consistency at o= .81 for emotion
reappraisal and o= .82 for emotion suppression.

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS). Developed by Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein (1983),
the perceived stress scale is a uni-dimensional 14-item measure designed to assess the degree to
which life events are deemed to be stressful. After reading the instructions, participants respond
to all 10-items on a 5-point Likert-type response scale (1=Never, 5=Very often) based on
reflecting on the past month. After reverse-coding 4 of the 10 items, a higher score indicates
experiencing more stress from life events with a possible range of 1 to 50. Items include “In the

last month, how often have you felt nervous or ‘stressed’?”” and “In the last month, how often
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have you felt difficulties were piling up.” Within this sample, the internal consistency as assessed
by Cronbach’s alpha indicates an acceptable level of internal consistency at o= .83.

Emotional Health. Developed by Radloff, emotional health is measured with the Center
for Epidemiological Studies — Depression (CES-D) scale (Radloff & Locke, 1986). The CES-D
scale is a uni-dimensional 20-item measure designed to assess depressive affect, positive affect,
somatic signs, and interpersonal distress. After reading the instructions, participants respond to
all 20-items on a 4-point Likert-type response scale (1=Rarely or none of the time (less than once
a day), 4=Most or all of the time (five or seven times a day)) based on reflecting on the past
week. After reverse-coding 4 of the 20-items, a higher score indicates more symptoms of
depression with a possible range of 20 to 80. Items include “I did not feel like eating; my
appetite was poor” and “I felt depressed.” Within this sample, the internal consistency as
assessed by Cronbach’s alpha indicates an acceptable level at o= .89.

Data Analysis Procedures

The creativity data was first coded assessing for fluency and flexibility. Qualitative creativity
coding was completed by hand and then transferred onto Microsoft Excel and then transferred to
SPSS for further analysis. Fluency was coded by counting the total number of responses
produced by an individual. Flexibility was coded by assessing the total number of categories the
responses fell under. The twelve categories were: construction, pavement, weapon,
art/decoration, fix things, weight, entertainment, furniture, heat, tools, and miscellaneous.
Correlations were used to assess the relationships among the main continuous variables of
interest. These analyses demonstrate the relationships between mindfulness, loving kindness
(MLK), emotional regulation (ERQ), creativity, emotional health, and perceived stress.

Results
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Mindfulness, Loving Kindness Effects on Psychological Well-Being. A correlation was used to
assess the relationship between mindfulness, loving kindness (MLK) and perceived stress.
Perceived stress was negatively correlated with MLK, » = -.38, p = .001. Depression was also
negatively correlated with MLK, » = -.41, p = .001. In sum, individuals who demonstrated higher
levels of MLK also demonstrated lower levels of perceived stress and depression. Hence, both
parts of Hypothesis 1 were supported by the data.

Mindfulness, Loving Kindness Effects on Emotion Regulation. A correlation was used to assess
the relationship between mindfulness, loving kindness and the two factors of emotion regulation:
reappraisal and suppression. Though Emotion Regulation- Reappraisal was strongly positively
correlated with mindfulness, loving kindness, » = .54, p < .001, there was no correlation between
Emotion Regulation- Suppression and mindfulness, loving kindness. Hence, Hypothesis 2 was
partially supported by the data.

Mindfulness, Loving Kindness Effects on Creativity. A correlation was used to assess the
relationship between mindfulness, loving kindness and creativity. Creativity was analyzed for
fluency and flexibility. Though each measure was highly correlated with each other » = .87, p =
0.00, there was no significant relationship between any measure of creativity and mindfulness.
Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

Intercorrelations between Variables. A correlation was used to assess the relationship between
both parts of emotion regulation (reappraisal and suppression). There was a positive correlation
between emotion regulation- reappraisal and emotion regulation- suppression, » = .29, p <.05. A
correlation was used to assess the relationship between both parts of emotion regulation-
reappraisal and depression. There was a negative correlation between emotion regulation-

reappraisal and depression, » =-5.4, p < .001. A correlation was used to assess the relationship
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between both parts of emotion regulation- reappraisal and perceived stress. There was a negative
correlation between emotion regulation- reappraisal and perceived stress, » = -4.92, p =.000. A
correlation was used to assess the relationship between depression and perceived stress. There
was a positive correlation between depression and perceived stress, » = .67, p = .000.

Discussion

In this study, it was found that among the South Asian American population, mindfulness
was positively correlated with psychological well-being, and the reappraisal strategy of emotion
regulation though there was no demonstrated relationship between mindfulness and the
suppressive strategy of emotion regulation or creativity. South Asian Americans find themselves
in a unique position to be both highly mindful and not mindful at all yet within this study, self
reported mindfulness, as measured by mindfulness-loving kindness, demonstrates the same
trends in correlation to other factors among a South Asian Population as it has in non-specific
populations. The data supports the prediction that higher levels of mindfulness will be correlated
with higher levels of psychological well-being. There is a link between mindfulness and
psychological well being as seen by the negative correlation between mindfulness and perceived
stress and the negative correlation between mindfulness and depression. This finding suggests
that South-Asian Americans have no difference in the benefits of mindfulness on well being than
seen in general populations.

The data partially supported the predictions on the relationship between mindfulness and
emotion regulation. Though there was a significant positive relationship between mindfulness
and emotion regulation via reappraisal, this population displayed no significant relationship
between mindfulness and the suppressive emotion regulation strategy. The lack of relationship

between emotion regulation via suppression and mindfulness could potentially be explained by
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the mediating effects of cultural identity on the negative affect of suppression as shown
previously in the existing literature.

There were no significant correlations between mindfulness and any of the measures of
creativity. Though there were no significant correlations, subjects did tend to use culturally
specific terms in the alternative uses task (i.e. hommam, puja, etc.). The lack of relationship
between variables could indicate that they are either unrelated variables or that other assessments
of creativity should be used. Results in a larger sample may potentially differ.

Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the study included having both a very small as well as very specific
sample set. With a larger sample population, many limitations in the statistical analysis of the
results could have been avoided. Another drawback was the limited assessments of creativity that
were used. It is possible that other kinds of creativity (convergent, artistic, etc.) may show
relationships where divergent creativity did not.

This study served to whet the appetite into the understanding of the linkages between
mindfulness and outcome factors such as psychological well being, emotion regulation, and
creativity as well as into the importance of the context and identity of the population studied. In
the future, several avenues should be pursued including acquiring a larger sample size, assessing
both gender and generational differences, exploring creativity and the variations of creativity
further, and finally performing a comparative assessment between different populations. The
study of mindfulness and its accompanying cognitive factors, both benefits and drawbacks, and
the specific relationships and nuances that are found within particular populations, is a new and

exciting field that will certainly yield more novel and noteworthy results in the years to come.
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