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Abstract 
Online interventions based on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
(ACT), combining psychological flexibility and study skills training, show 
promise in supporting university students’ well-being and studying. 
However, less is known about the factors behind their effectiveness. This 
study examines the impact of an ACT-based online intervention on 
students’ well-being and study skills and explores participants’ 
experiences of the intervention and its components based on 
psychological flexibility processes. Using a mixed-methods approach, the 
findings show improvements in study skills, psychological flexibility, and 
emotional and psychological well-being compared to a control group. 
Students found ACT components and exercises supportive of their well-
being and learning in varied ways. Reflecting on personal values clarified 
what mattered in life and studies while practising self-compassion helped 
reduce self-criticism and accept feelings and thoughts. Mindful presence 
supported coping with stressful situations, and peer support was seen as 
a meaningful part of the intervention. The benefits of the intervention were 
shaped by individual differences, highlighting personal factors that 
influence how students engage with and benefit from the intervention.  

Practitioner Notes 
1. Practitioners are advised to consider integrating ACT-based online interventions with study skills training 

to enhance university students' well-being and academic success.  
2. Encouraging self-compassion, value reflection, and peer support that foster experiences of common 

humanity can support students' well-being and studying.  
3. Practitioners are encouraged to consider how students' backgrounds, goals, and prior knowledge may 

shape the benefits they gain from different intervention components.  
4. Examining how students benefit from different ACT processes can support more tailored and effective 

interventions. 
5. Embedding ACT-based online interventions into curricula can provide accessible support for a wide 

student population. 
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Introduction 
In today’s academic world, the increasing prevalence of stress and mental health issues among 
university students is a cause of concern. Research has shown that these challenges not only 
affect students’ well-being but also hinder their academic performance (Puolakanaho et al., 2019; 
Mofatteh, 2021; Baalmann, 2023). Conversely, struggles with mental health can also threaten 
academic success (Emerson et al., 2022; Baalmann, 2023). Thus, there is a pressing need to 
investigate ways to support students' well-being and academic outcomes. Moreover, it is essential 
to explore large-scale, cost-effective, and low-risk interventions to promote the well-being of 
university students (Lahtinen et al., 2023).  
  
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) -based online interventions offer a promising 
approach to addressing these challenges by combining techniques of psychological flexibility and 
study skills training (Asikainen, 2018; Asikainen et al., 2019; Hailikari et al., 2022; Räihä et al., 
2024). Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of ACT in improving well-being through 
acceptance and mindfulness techniques, to build commitment and behaviour change (Hayes et 
al.; 2006; Hayes et al., 2013; Swain et al., 2015; Räsänen et al., 2016). ACT, rooted in cognitive 
behaviour therapy (CBT; Hayes et al., 2006; Hayes et al., 2011), aims to enhance psychological 
flexibility (Hayes et al., 2006). The goal of psychological flexibility is to increase positive 
psychological skills (Hayes et al., 2006) and life satisfaction in the face of challenges (Dindo et 
al., 2017). Alongside ACT, study skills training helps students develop organised studying, such 
as time-management skills (Entwistle & McCune, 2004), which are positively connected to both 
students’ studying and overall well-being (Asikainen et al., 2020).   
  
ACT-based interventions can increase self-awareness, acceptance, and cognitive defusion skills 
in the context of academic life (Puolakanaho et al., 2019), and these skills can be incorporated 
into university studies alongside practising organised studying. Online platforms make these 
interventions accessible and encourage active participation in improving one’s well-being, which 
increases a sense of empowerment among participants (Räsänen et al., 2016). Promoting 
psychological flexibility, learning to be more open and accepting of one's thoughts and feelings, 
and willingness to take on challenges can improve students' academic skills and well-being 
(Hailikari et al., 2021). Consequently, the integration of organised study skills and ACT-based 
interventions into higher education curricula could provide students with tools that can benefit 
them in all aspects of their lives. Therefore, this study investigates the effects of an ACT-based 
online intervention on university students' well-being and learning. A deeper understanding of 
which aspects of these interventions are perceived as beneficial and why is required, and this 
study aims to add significant insights to this gap in the literature. 

Literature 

Psychological flexibility in promoting university students’ well-being 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO; 2022), mental health relates to coping with 
life stressors, recognising one's abilities, and being able to perform in different aspects of life as 
an individual and a part of society. Extending this definition, Galderisi et al. (2015) underscore the 
role of cognitive and social skills, the ability to recognise, regulate, and express one’s emotions, 



having empathy as well as flexibility, and coping with adverse life experiences. However, they 
also emphasise how all these components are not mandatory aspects of mental health but rather 
represent some of the factors influencing mental health. Individuals also display varying abilities 
and features of well-being in different ways. Subjective well-being, which emphasises the 
importance of individuals’ own evaluations of their well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008), allows people 
to determine whether their lives are satisfying based on their values (Diener et al., 1998). In 
addition to personal factors, social-environmental and cultural factors play a role in one’s 
subjective well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Diener et al., 2018). Thus, psychological well-being 
can be defined as a multifaceted domain encompassing self-acceptance, positive relations with 
others and the environment, autonomy, ongoing growth, and purposeful living (Ryff & Keyes, 
1995).  
  
Psychological flexibility has been shown to have positive effects on one's well-being (Hayes et 
al., 2006). For instance, psychological flexibility has been found to help with coping with stress 
(Puolakanaho et al., 2019) and in recognising and regulating one’s emotions (Beauchemin et al., 
2008), as described important aspects of mental health by Galderisi et al. (2015). Similarly, 
psychological flexibility promotes subjective well-being as defined by Diener et al. (1998), and 
psychological well-being (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), through value-based living and self-acceptance 
(Hayes et al., 2006). Psychological flexibility is a combination of several processes (Hayes, 2004) 
aiming to increase positive psychological skills, contrary to merely avoiding psychopathology 
(Hayes et al., 2006). 
 
The core processes of psychological flexibility are cognitive defusion, acceptance, self as a 
context, contact with the present moment, committed action, and values-based life (Hayes et al., 
2012). Cognitive defusion refers to the acknowledgment of thoughts and feelings (Beauchemin et 
al., 2008). Cognitive defusion occurs, when one learns to observe their thoughts as they occur 
(Hayes et al., 2013) and see them simply as they are, which can help diminish their negative 
impact (Hayes et al., 2011). This lays the groundwork for acceptance (Hayes, 2004), which, in 
ACT, refers to the acceptance of thoughts and emotions as they arise (Blackledge & Barnes-
Holmes, 2009). Learning to see the self as a context helps in this process by allowing an individual 
to explore their inner experiences more objectively (Hayes et al., 2013). Connection with the 
present moment, on the other hand, can enhance self-management and reduce ruminating 
(Hayes et al. 2011). These sub-processes are meant to help toward a more value-based life 
(Hayes et al., 2006), while committed action refers to altering behaviour on one’s chosen values 
(Blackledge & Barnes-Holmes, 2009). In turn, all six principles also have antitheses that can be 
the cause of psychological inflexibility (Hayes et al., 2013).  
   
Psychological flexibility can be seen to relate closely to the concept of self-compassion 
(Psyzkowska & Rönnlund, 2021), which refers to a similar sense of caring towards ourselves that 
we tend to apply to the people closest to us (Neff, 2011). Furthermore, self-compassion entails 
pausing in the moment to consider, acknowledge, and accept one’s negative thoughts and 
emotions as well as struggles as a part of shared human experience (Neff & Dahm, 2015). 
Therefore, self-compassion lines up with the components of presence, acceptance, and 
exploration of inner experiences characteristic of psychological flexibility (Blackledge & Barnes-



Holmes, 2009). Furthermore, practising mindfulness is characteristic of both self-compassion 
(Neff & Dahm, 2015) and psychological flexibility (Beauchemin et al., 2008; Hayes et al., 2011), 
with the aim of better emotional well-being. 
  
ACT-based interventions have been found to increase self-awareness, acceptance, and defusion 
skills in the context of academic life (Puolakanaho et al., 2019). These interventions have been 
shown to have positive effects on students' well-being in both preventive (Biglan et al., 2008; 
Levin et al., 2014; Puolakanaho et al., 2019) and promotive ways (Katajavuori et al., 2021). 
Consequently, promoting psychological flexibility, for example resulting in being more willing to 
engage in challenges could improve the well-being and academic skills of students (Hailikari et 
al., 2021). More research is needed on the effects of interventions that combine psychological 
flexibility and study skills training (Asikainen et al., 2018; Puolakanaho et al., 2019; Hailikari et al., 
2022), and more specifically about how different components of these interventions affect their 
impact for different individuals (Kinnunen et al., 2019). For example, improvements in well-being 
during ACT-based interventions are associated with increases in defusion and value-based action 
in those with mental health problems, but more research is needed to examine how the different 
processes of psychological flexibility affect the benefits of ACT on different individuals (Bramwell 
& Richardson, 2018). 

Organised studying in promoting university students’ academic performance   

One aspect affecting student performance at the university is organised studying. Academic 
challenges are usually more related to poorly organised studying than to a lack of intelligence 
(Hassanbeigi et al., 2011). Organised studying can be defined as time and effort management in 
studies (Entwistle & McCune, 2004). Organised studying correlates with diligence and enthusiasm 
for studying as well as skills of overcoming obstacles when studying and skills of self-regulation 
(Hailikari & Parpala, 2014). Organised studying is also positively related to academic success 
(Asikainen et al., 2014) and study progression (Rytkönen et al., 2012). On the other hand, poor 
study skills are associated with increased procrastination (Svartdal et al., 2022) and slow study 
progression (Asikainen et al., 2020). 

  
Poor academic performance can also lead to increased stress and mental health problems 
(Mofatteh, 2021) and conversely, poor mental health can impact academic performance 
(Emerson et al., 2022; Baalmann, 2023). For example, deep level understanding and effort and 
time management skills are key factors in promoting students’ well-being and study progression 
(Asikainen et al., 2020). Self-regulation skills such as time management are significant in 
predicting the levels of stress and psychological well-being (Durand-Bush et al., 2015; McClelland 
et al., 2018) and by developing these skills, students have gained tools to keep adequate levels 
of mental health when facing adversity (Durand-Bush et al., 2015).   
  
Furthermore, effective time and effort management facilitates psychological flexibility by enabling 
individuals to allocate time for living a value-based life (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). This, in 
turn, promotes committed action and enhances well-being, thereby aiding academic success. 
Notably, time management skills positively influence study habits and stress management 
(Claessens et al., 2007). Consequently, psychological flexibility and time management skills have 



been shown often to go hand in hand (Hailikari et al., 2021). Psychological flexibility has, thus, 
been found to relate not only to increased well-being (Asikainen et al., 2019) but also to academic 
progression (Asikainen, 2018; Asikainen et al., 2018; Puolakanaho et al., 2019; Hailikari et al., 
2022). 
  
Building on a large body of evidence on the effectiveness of ACT, this study aims to deepen 
understanding of the benefits of ACT-based online interventions for university students' learning 
and well-being. While many studies have confirmed the effectiveness of ACT-based interventions, 
establishing that ACT works does not tell us how it works (McLoughlin & Roche, 2023). Thus, 
understanding the underlying mechanisms behind the effectiveness of ACT-based interventions 
is needed and exploring participants’ experiences to identify factors that contribute to their 
success can elucidate this gap in the literature. This study, accordingly, examines students' 
experiences with an ACT-based online course and its components, aiming to increase 
understanding of factors underlying its benefits in promoting well-being and academic success. 

Aim of the study 
To evaluate the benefits of the intervention course, the study investigates changes in students' 
well-being, psychological flexibility and study skills compared to a control group. In addition, it 
explores students’ experiences of the course’s weekly modules, each of which focuses on a sub-
process of psychological flexibility (see Table 1), to gain an in-depth understanding of how the 
intervention affects different individuals.  

  
Based on the purpose and aim of this study, the research questions are as follows:  

1. What effects does the ACT-based course have on students’ well-being, psychological 
flexibility, and organised study skills?  

2. What kind of experiences do students have on the course?  
3. How do the students experience the different course modules and their usefulness? 

 
Method 

The study focused on students taking part in a web-based course Towards Better Well-being and 
Studying in 2021 at the University of Helsinki, Finland. The course integrated ACT methods with 
organised study skills training and its primary goal was to support students' well-being, learning 
and studying through weekly reflective assignments designed to enhance psychological flexibility 
(Asikainen & Katajavuori, 2021). The course was optional, open to all students, and worth three 
credits (ECTS), assessed on a pass-fail basis. Delivered over eight weeks, the course focused 
on a different theme each week accompanied by corresponding reflective assignments. Central 
themes, based on the sub-processes of psychological flexibility, included identifying personal 
values and thoughts, practising relaxation techniques, fostering self-compassion, and developing 
lifestyle and study skills (see Table 1). The course also comprised weekly peer group meetings 
during which central experiences were discussed. 

 

In addition to the theoretical content and related exercises, the course provided information about 
support services by the University of Helsinki and Finnish mental health associations. It was 



communicated to students that the course was intended to support studying and well-being but 
was not a replacement for therapy. However, if any of the course topics or exercises triggered 
distressing thoughts, students were encouraged to contact the course teacher and/or well-being 
professionals and to use the support resources available on the course platform.  

Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical 
Association, 2013) and followed the responsible conduct of research as outlined by the Finnish 
National Board of Research Integrity (TENK, 2019) as well as the ethical standards outlined by 
Purvis and Crawford (2024). Participation was voluntary, and participants could withdraw from the 
study at any time without any consequences. Informed consent was obtained in advance, after 
receiving clear and comprehensive information about the study via the course’s online platform. 
The study involved adult participants capable of giving informed consent, and the data were 
collected using non-invasive self-report methods. Personal data were pseudonymised, with 
unique identification numbers used to link responses across questionnaires while ensuring 
privacy. Neither participants nor their data can be identified in the reported findings or quoted 
excerpts. All data handling and storage procedures were designed to ensure confidentiality at 
every stage of the study. 

Participants  

One hundred forty-one students self-enrolled in the course, and 115 consented to the use of their 
responses in research. Of these, 109 students completed pre- and post-course questionnaires. 
The study followed a quasi-experimental design, with a control group of 27 students on a self-
selected waiting list for the course. Thirty-seven participants (27%) from the intervention group 
did not complete the post-course Mental Health Continuum Short Form (MHC-SF), which 
measures psychological, social, and emotional well-being, most likely due to a technical error. 
Missing data is common in research (Popovich, 2024), but in this case, it appeared concentrated 
and non-random (Anderson et al., 2010), potentially affecting the generalisability and reliability of 
results (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014), reducing sample size, and introducing biased estimates (Van 
Buuren, 2018).  
 
To examine sample comparability, a one-way ANOVA was used to compare survey means 
between respondents who completed all questionnaires and those missing the final MHC-SF. No 
significant differences were found, suggesting sufficient similarity between groups. Therefore, 72 
participants were included in the well-being analyses, while the full sample of 109 was used for 
the other two measures. Retaining respondents with missing MHC-SF data aimed to reduce 
potential bias in well-being estimates (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014), especially given the high rate 
of missingness (Anderson et al., 2010). A smaller sample would have lowered statistical precision 
and increased the margin of error (Conroy, 2016). Addressing missing data transparently, while 
not uncommon in research, is essential for research integrity (Papageorgiou et al., 2018). 
 
Among participants, 17 identified as male, 90 as female, 5 as another gender, and 3 did not 
specify. Most (72%) were aged 20-30, 16% were 31-40, and 4% were over 40; nine did not report 



their age. Participants came from diverse study stages, spanning one to eight years, and 
represented 11 faculties, with most from Education (28%), Arts (27%), and Biological and 
Environmental Sciences (14%). 

Measures 

Quantitative data were collected via pre- and post-course questionnaires. The 14-item MHC-SF 
assessed (1) emotional well-being (EWB, 3 items), (2) social well-being (SWB, 5 items), and (3) 
psychological well-being (PWB, 6 items) (Keyes, 2009; Luijten et al., 2019). Psychological 
flexibility was measured with the Comprehensive Assessment of Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy Processes (CompACT) covering openness to experience, behavioural awareness, and 
valued action (Francis et al., 2016). Organised studying was measured using a four-item scale 
from the HowUlearn questionnaire (Parpala & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012). All measures have 
demonstrated strong internal consistency and validity (Parpala & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012; Francis 
et al., 2016; Luijten et al., 2019).  
 
Module feedback was collected in two formats; students rated module usefulness on a scale of 
1-10 and provided open-ended feedback on the respective module's theme and assignments. 
Numeric ratings were given by 105 students. On average, 29 students provided written feedback 
per module, though this varied, for example with 48 responses for the first module and 16 for the 
seventh.   



Table 1 

The content of the Towards Better Well-being and Studying course   

Module  The themes and assignments of the course (sub-processes of 
psychological flexibility)  

Measurements and data collection 
conducted   

1.   Orientation to the course;   

familiarising oneself with the concept of psychological flexibility, 
assessing one’s well-being, setting goals for the course, initiating 
time management, start of group work.  

Preliminary questionnaires; Well-being (MHC-
SF), psychological flexibility (CompACT), 
organised study skills (HowUlearn).  

  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

2.  Values;   

learning about values and their meaning in one’s well-being, 
recognising and reflecting on one’s values and strengths. Individual 
assignments and group reflection.  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

  

3.  Relaxation and concentration (being present/acceptance);   

learning about stress as a phenomenon and about exercises that 
can help to reduce stress (e.g., meditation). Individual assignments 
and group reflection.  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

  

  

4.  Thoughts (cognitive defusion/self as a context);   

learning about factors affecting thoughts and emotions and their 
connection to well-being and procrastination. Individual 
assignments and group reflection.  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

  

  

5.  Lifestyle skills and learning techniques (committed action);   

sleep, exercise, nutrition, and organised study skills. Individual 
assignments and group reflection.  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

  

  

6.  Self-compassion (acceptance, self as a context);   

learning about self-compassion and its connection to well-being. 
Individual assignments and group reflection.  

  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

  

  

7.  Values-based life (committed action);   

practising committed actions and a flexible self-concept. Learning 
to live a life according to values by observing goals, choices, and 
actions. Individual assignments (learning report) and group 
reflection.  

  

An open question about how useful the students 
found the module's theme and tasks.  

   

Final questionnaires; Well-being (MHC-SF), 
psychological flexibility (CompACT), organised 
study skills (HowUlearn).  

8.  The course summary;   

giving peer feedback on learning reports and giving course 
feedback.  

  

Note. The table is based on Asikainen and Katajavuori's (2021) illustration of the contents and themes of 
the Towards Better Well-being and Studying course. In the module descriptions, the concepts in brackets 
refer to the sub-processes of psychological flexibility on which the module’s contents are based. 



Analysis 

A mixed-methods approach was utilised, combining statistical and open-ended measures 
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004), with an explanatory sequential design (Creswell, 2022). SPSS 
Statistics 28 software was used to compare intervention and control group data over time with 
repeated measures ANOVA (Lee, 2015). Course module usefulness ratings were measured using 
mean and standard deviation calculations (Figure 1). Qualitative methods explored students’ 
subjective experiences, using inductive content analysis to identify emerging themes and 
establish links between research objectives and data findings (Thomas, 2003). Raw data was 
anonymised, coded, and categorised into themes (Graneheim et al., 2017). First, all students’ 
comments from each module were classified revealing six general themes prevalent across the 
modules. Module-specific experiences were then explored to identify which aspects of the course 
components students found useful and why. The themes will be presented first, followed by a 
module-by-module analysis. Interpretations are then drawn from analyses and theoretical 
frameworks to form a coherent narrative of study findings (Vears & Gillam, 2022).  
 

Results 
Reliability analysis indicated high Cronbach’s alphas with a mean of 0.90 (Table 2). Repeated-
measures ANOVA revealed statistically significant Time x Group interaction for psychological 
flexibility, organised studying, emotional well-being, and psychological well-being compared to 
the control group (Table 2). For social well-being, the changes were statistically non-significant 
(Table 2). The partial eta squared (η2) analysis showed quite small effect sizes for the variables. 
The results of the repeated measures ANOVA can be seen in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Results of the repeated measure ANOVA 

       Intervention group      Control group   Time x Group      

     N    Mean1 
(SD)   

Mean2 
(SD)   

N   Mean1 
(SD)   

Mean2 
(SD)   

df  F    p      η2   α (before – 
after)  

Organised 
studying    

109   3.09 
(0.96)    

3.41 (0.80)   
   

27   3.60 
(0.86)   
   

3.59 
(0.81)   
   

1,134  6.60    .011*      .05     0.89-0.88   

Psychological 
flexibility    

109   3.50 
(0.90)    

3.96 (0.85)   
   

27   3.77 
(0.77)   
   

3.86 
(0.71)   
   

1,134  4.83     .030*      .03     0.90-0.89   

Emotional well-
being    

72   3.54 
(0.91)    

3.79 (0.83)   
   

27   3.61 
(0.85)   
   

3.50 
(1.02)   
   

1,97  4.17      .044*      .04     0.88-0.88   

Psychological 
well-being    

72   3.46 
(0.87)    

3.69 (0.84)   
   

27   3.56 
(0.79)   
   

3.46 
(0.89)   
   

1,97  5.25      .024*      .05     0.88-0.88   

Social well-
being    

72   2.70 
(0.89)    

2.90 (1.08)   27   2.76 
(0.98)   

2.84 
(1.05)   

1,97  1.03      .311      .01     0.88-0.88  

*p < 0.05   

Note. N indicates the number of students that responded to the questionnaires. SD and values in brackets 
represent standard deviation. Values given in bold are statistically significant.    



Students’ experiences of the course  

The study aimed to examine the underlying factors behind the benefits of an ACT-based online 
intervention. The following sections present students' responses regarding the usefulness of 
different components of the intervention, namely, the course modules based on psychological 
flexibility processes, as well as open-ended reflections on these evaluations. 

Figure 1 

Means given by the participants for each module during the course   

 
Note. N indicates the number of numerical responses by participants from each module. The bars represent 
the means of the modules during the intervention (error bars show standard deviations).  
 
Looking at the perceived effects of the course, the seven weekly modules, each focusing on 
distinct psychological flexibility processes, were considered comparatively equally useful (Figure 
1). However, the variation between individuals' ratings was considerable (Figure 2), 
demonstrating the importance of exploring students' individual experiences of the different course 
modules. Students' open reflections provide deeper insights into these evaluations and are 
presented in the following sections.  



Figure 2 

Variation between students’ ratings across the modules 

 
Note. This figure illustrates the variation between individual students’ ratings of the course modules in terms 
of their perceived usefulness. The lines in the graph and values on the right represent the 105 students 
answering the questionnaire after each module. 
 

Six key themes were identified from students' feedback, offering insight into their experiences 
during the course. The first theme, satisfaction with the course and its impact on well-being 
showed how activities and exercises of different modules supported students’ well-being, for 
example by reducing perceived stress. The second theme concerned expanding thinking and 
gaining new insights through practical exercises. In addition to well-being effects, students 
found the topics and exercises valuable in improving their study routines, which contributed to 
academic progress. These tangible improvements in learning and study skills formed the third 
theme.  

  
Some students were already familiar with some of the course topics and exercises, which 
influenced how useful they found the modules. However, many found it helpful to strengthen their 
understanding, which led to increased awareness of their actions. Thus, the reinforcement of 
existing skills and knowledge emerged as the fourth theme. The fifth theme focused on peer 
support and connections, such as learning from others and realising they were not alone in 
their challenges. Students appreciated the opportunity to share experiences and hear different 
perspectives from others. While most students found the course useful, some students made 
suggestions for improvement and noted that their personal workload or life situation affected their 



engagement with the exercises. Thus, challenges and ideas for improvement formed the sixth 
theme of the analysis. 

Students’ experiences of the course components 

Students' weekly reflections revealed recurring themes across the modules, as outlined above. 
However, each module emphasised these themes in slightly different ways, and individuals 
benefited from different components of the course in varying degrees (see Figure 2). This section 
demonstrates in more detail how each course module was experienced, in line with the research 
objective of exploring the factors behind the impact of the course components. 

  
The first module introduced the concept of psychological flexibility, initiated time-tracking, and 
involved setting a personal goal for the course. Among the 48 students who provided written 
responses, many described increased awareness of their well-being and study-related habits. 
The time management and goal-setting exercises encouraged students to improve their study 
skills and consider why this is important. As Student 94 addressed; “... This all clarifies why we 
study, what we want to do with our knowledge and skills, what mark we want to leave on the 
world, and how we want to live.”  

   
Module two focused on personal values and encouraged students to reflect on their alignment 
with their actions. Of the 36 students who wrote reflections, many noted connections between 
their actions, thoughts, and well-being. This was reflected by Student 4:   

  
Now that I have used the exercises to remind myself of what is important to me, I 
believe I can make better choices and actions that are in line with my values. I can 
also better understand why certain choices or actions cause more anxiety or stress 
than others.  
  

Some students recognised strong value-action alignment, while others noticed discrepancies. 
Many found value reflection helpful, though one student shared that thinking about values and 
the good life initially felt depressing but hoped this would improve as the course progressed. Some 
reflections also placed the module topics in a broader societal context, such as Student 109’s:   
  

These are important things that you should be able to talk about more openly, but it 
feels like society or others may judge you for your ideas. Unfortunately, this is just 
the world we live in, but I wish it would change. You don't have to accept other 
people's ideas, but it is important to respect them, no matter how different they are 
from your own.    
  

The third module addressed relaxation and concentration. Of the 32 students who reflected, many 
emphasised the benefits of the practical exercises. Relaxation practices, which students 
mentioned wanting to incorporate into their daily lives, were found to reduce stress and enhance 
well-being, thereby supporting learning and perseverance. As Student 67 noted, “Students are 
often in a pretty constant state of stress, so even taking those five breaths to calm down can make 



a big difference”. Some students also recognised the importance of balancing achievement with 
relaxation and better presence, emphasising the link between well-being and studying. 

   
In the fourth module, which involved exploring thoughts and emotions, 22 students provided 
reflections at the end of the module. Most students felt that the week's theme and exercises 
helped them better understand their feelings and thoughts and how they relate to everyday life 
and studies. The exercises had a tangible impact on moving towards more meaningful actions, 
as described by Student 4:  
  

The week's exercises helped me realise that I am not the same as my feelings and 
thoughts, but I can make a distinction between the two. I feel that I can learn to make 
more conscious choices toward my goals by disregarding discouraging thoughts as 
they are not helpful. 
  

One student, however, found facing their thoughts distressing, despite being aware that it was 
important. Several students found the group discussions valuable because they allowed them to 
look at their thoughts and see others had similar issues, for example with procrastination. 

   
Module five addressed lifestyle and study techniques, with 26 students submitting reflections. 
Perceptions of the module’s usefulness varied slightly (Figure 1), as shown in their written 
responses. Some students found the content familiar, which reduced its perceived relevance, 
while others appreciated the reminder, as these topics are easily forgotten amid busy everyday 
life. The module was seen as helpful for studying, especially for those whose course goals were 
related to improving study skills. Peer learning was also seen as valuable, as described by 
Student 56:   

  
In addition to the theoretical part, I also learned a lot from the group discussion, 
when we were able to share our own experiences and tips with each other. I felt that 
I was able to help myself and get help from others with challenges related to my 
studies.  
  

In module six, students were introduced to the concept of self-compassion, at the end of which 
25 students wrote reflections on the topic. Through practical activities, such as audio imagery 
exercises and reflective assignments, many students learned to pause and consider their 
personal growth during the course. One student found the module to be the most beneficial of the 
course because it helped reduce self-criticism, while another mentioned realising things they 
might not have otherwise thought about. The theme of self-compassion had students realise the 
importance of accepting themselves from new perspectives, as illustrated in Student 4 reflection:   

   
It was eye-opening to learn more about the concept of self-compassion and how to 
practice and improve one’s self-compassion. … Personally, I would see it as being 
particularly important to teach self-compassion from an early age, as many of life's 
challenges would be easier if you could treat yourself with the same kindness and 
understanding as those around you. Many people put enormous pressure on 



themselves to perform and blame themselves for the challenges and failures in their 
lives, rather than trying to positively encourage themselves and understand their 
challenges. 
   

The seventh module focused on values-based living and reflecting on personal goals and actions. 
Students retook the well-being questionnaires and wrote reflections on the whole course. At the 
end of this module, 16 students provided their reflections and most of them expressed gratitude 
for the useful and interesting course. Student 34 noted that while the course topics were really 
important, putting them into practice can be challenging, especially in times of exhaustion, “... 
You’ve seen it in the news, e.g., the exhaustion rate of university students is really high, and this 
gives you really good tools for it, but the exhaustion doesn't necessarily allow you to work on 
these things all by yourself". Despite these challenges, the overall tone of the reflections was 
hopeful. Students reported that they had learned valuable skills and expressed a desire to 
continue applying the course content in the future. 

Discussion 
The study explored the impact of an ACT-based online course on students’ well-being, 
psychological flexibility, and organised study skills. It also aimed to enhance understanding of 
how students perceived the benefits of the course modules based on psychological flexibility 
processes, entangling the factors behind the impacts of the course. 

Changes in well-being and study skills  

The findings revealed improvements in psychological flexibility, study skills, and emotional and 
psychological well-being. These results align with previous studies demonstrating ACT-based 
interventions’ positive effects on university students' well-being (Biglan et al., 2008; Räsänen et 
al., 2016; Levin et al., 2017; Asikainen & Katajavuori, 2021; Katajavuori et al., 2021), 
psychological flexibility (Räsänen et al., 2016; Hailikari et al., 2022) and study skills (Asikainen & 
Katajavuori, 2021; Hailikari et al., 2021; Katajavuori et al., 2021; Räihä et al., 2024).   

   
Although social well-being increased, it did not reach statistical significance compared to the 
control group. This may be due to the lingering pandemic lockdowns, which forced most students 
in Finland into remote study through fall 2021. Remote learning’s impact on limited integration 
into the student community and reduced social interaction has been linked to feelings of loneliness 
and lower social well-being (Marler et al., 2021; Kohls et al., 2021; Sarasjärvi et al., 2022; 
Asikainen & Katajavuori, 2022). While low-threshold support services and interventions have 
helped with the resulting mental health challenges (Kohls et al., 2021) the intervention’s effect on 
social well-being remained statistically insignificant. 

  
Nevertheless, the findings underscored the perceived importance of peer support (Browning et 
al., 2023) in supporting well-being and academic progress. Collaborative work helped students 
recognise shared challenges, aligning with self-compassion and common humanity (Neff, 2011). 
Additionally, social-environmental factors influence subjective well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 
Diener et al., 2018), which the course addressed as students reflected on their lives and well-
being (Diener et al., 1998; Deci & Ryan, 2008). Subjective well-being is also linked to better social 



relationships (Diener et al. 1998) and psychological well-being (Hayes, 2006), with social well-
being considered a component of psychological well-being alongside emotional well-being (Ryff 
& Keyes, 1995). Overall, both quantitative and qualitative findings indicate that the course 
increased students' well-being comprehensively. Well-being is, after all, a multidimensional 
concept with intertwined components (Ryff & Keyes, 1995).  

Student experiences of the course modules  

The course modules followed a cohesive progression where psychological flexibility and time 
management laid the foundation while exploring values supported ongoing self-reflection, 
highlighting the interconnectedness of ACT sub-processes (Blackledge & Barnes-Holmes, 2009). 
Recognising and expressing emotions and coping with life’s challenges are essential for well-
being (Galderisi et al., 2015). Accordingly, students’ reflections displayed heightened self-
awareness and acceptance of feelings and thoughts, indicative of self-compassion and 
psychological flexibility (Hayes et al., 2006). This enabled them to distinguish facts from feelings 
and explore and accept inner experiences – an alignment with cognitive defusion and self as a 
context (Blackledge & Barnes-Holmes, 2009). Similar findings of benefits on studying and well-
being through increased self-awareness and acceptance (Katajavuori et al., 2021) support the 
significance of these insights.   
  
Students also committed to adopting new well-being practices to their everyday lives, aligning 
with ACT principles (Hayes, 2004). Consistent with recent findings (Browning et al., 2023), 
examining values both alone and with others prompted students to clarify their values and adjust 
their behaviour accordingly, which is an essential part of psychological flexibility (Blackedge & 
Barnes-Holmes, 2009). Additionally, students appreciated pausing and relaxation exercises in 
their hectic lives, emphasising a connection with the present moment (Hayes et al., 2011).  

  
The course’s incorporation of ACT sub-processes with time management, procrastination, 
multitasking, and study techniques enhanced students' organised study skills (Claessens et al., 
2007; Hassanbeigi et al., 2011). These skills, coupled with psychological flexibility and self-
regulation, can reduce procrastination, and improve academic outcomes (Häfner et al., 2014; 
Hailikari et al., 2021). Students acknowledged that monitoring time use helped them prioritise 
activities with their goals, values, and studies. Thus, practising time management helped students 
to better allocate their time to a value-based life (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). 
  
Moreover, relaxation exercises and taking breaks contributed to both well-being and reduced 
procrastination. Recognising the interrelated nature of psychological flexibility, well-being, and 
study skills (Asikainen et al., 2019), interventions combining study skills and psychological 
flexibility training proved beneficial (Hailikari et al., 2021), which was evident in students’ 
responses and statistical measures. More research is needed on interventions combining 
psychological flexibility and study skills training (Asikainen et al., 2018; Puolakanaho et al., 2019; 
Hailikari et al., 2022), and this study aims to add to the evidence on this topic. 



Person-centred factors behind the implications of the course   

While we know that ACT interventions have positive effects at the group level, as this study 
confirms, less is known about the factors underlying these effects (McLoughlin & Roche, 2023); 
which psychological flexibility processes are most beneficial for whom, and how interventions can 
be tailored to meet diverse needs. This study offers valuable insights for the research community 
into students’ experiences of how components based on psychological flexibility sub-processes 
support well-being, highlighting how individuals benefit differently from such interventions 
(Kinnunen et al., 2019). As the findings show, all components were perceived as rather beneficial. 
Beyond assessing mean values (Figure 1), it is important to consider individual variation in 
students’ experiences (Figure 2) and the factors shaping them. These insights contribute 
meaningfully to the field.  
  
The study identified personal workload and life circumstances as influencing students’ 
engagement and perceptions of the course’s usefulness, aligning with previous research 
(Asikainen et al., 2020; Katajavuori et al., 2021). Amid academic pressures, multiple risk factors, 
including psychological, academic, biological, lifestyle, social and financial factors, can affect 
students’ well-being, varying according to individual backgrounds (Mofatteh, 2021). Individual 
factors also shape how people define subjective well-being and what contributes to it (Deci & 
Ryan, 2008). In this study, the diverse backgrounds influenced how participants experienced the 
course in relation to their well-being and its benefits. For example, some had previously reflected 
more deeply on their values, while others needed more time and attention to practise self-
compassion or mindful presence. 
 
As noted by Katajavuori et al. (2021), students’ mental well-being or life circumstances may affect 
how beneficial they find such interventions. In this study, one participant described initial distress 
when confronting certain thoughts, while another found reflecting on values and good life initially 
depressing. Still, both emphasised that these considerations were important or expressed hope 
that their perspective would evolve during the course. These varied reactions illustrate the 
importance of recognising and addressing aspects of psychological inflexibility, such as 
experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion (Dindo et al., 2017). People often avoid difficult 
thoughts and emotions (Wilson & Murrell, 2004), and being encouraged to face and become more 
aware of them can initially evoke distressing feelings. However, while avoidance may provide 
short-term relief, it can lead to increased distress over time (Dindo et al., 2017). Tendencies to 
accept or judge one’s inner experiences can also vary between individuals, significantly affecting 
their daily lives and longer-term outcomes (Ford et al., 2018). This highlights the importance of 
acknowledging individual differences, particularly in how people process emotions and approach 
challenging thoughts. 
 
To address potential distress, the course provided information about university support services 
on the course platform and encouraged students to contact the teacher if needed. While universal 
programs can enhance well-being, some individuals may require more tailored, personalised, or 
additional support. One participant noted that the course offered valuable tools to address 
exhaustion but emphasised that further support might be necessary to tackle such challenges. 



Thus, ensuring access to appropriate resources is crucial when designing and implementing such 
interventions. 

Limitations 

The study has limitations that may affect the generalisability of its findings. Missing responses in 
one questionnaire posed a reliability challenge due to biased estimates and a reduced sample 
size (van Buuren, 2018). Retaining the full sample was preferred to maintain statistical power and 
avoid distorting the sample value of the well-being variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). As 
missing data is a common issue in research (Srijan & Rajagopalan, 2024), identifying and 
addressing it transparently is essential to research credibility (Popovich, 2024). In this study, the 
limitations and handling of such issues have been acknowledged and reported to maintain the 
integrity of the findings (Papageorgiou et al., 2018; Srijan & Fidell, 2024). Publishing studies with 
transparent discussions of missing data ensures that findings, even when imperfect, contribute to 
scientific progress, however, future studies should consider designing strategies to minimise 
missing data (Popovich, 2024). 
 
Participant self-selection is another limitation. Students voluntarily enrolled in the course based 
on personal interests and needs, introducing potential selection bias, and affecting the study’s 
external validity (Ferguson, 2004). Random assignment was not feasible, as the intervention was 
integrated into an existing course in a real-world university setting. A quasi-experimental design 
was therefore adopted to reflect the self-selected participation (Handley et al., 2018). Randomised 
controlled trials (RCTs) are, however, considered most reliable in assessing causality and 
minimising selection bias (Handley et al., 2018), and it is important for further studies to apply 
these methods to reflect best practices in experimental control group research. Regardless, the 
comparison between the experimental and control groups (Au et al., 2020), allowed for a degree 
of generalisation (Creswell, 2022), as even small control groups can generate valid evidence 
(Hutchins et al., 2015). Thus, the non-randomised wait-list design of this study serves as a basis 
for a larger, randomised study. Further studies could enhance reliability by including an active 
control group to better identify the most effective elements of well-being interventions. 
 
The study also did not account for participants' age, stage of studies, or life situation, which may 
have influenced changes in their well-being and study skills, and the dependability of qualitative 
findings. Factors such as life experiences, mental health issues, attendance at therapy, or other 
forms of support during the intervention were not considered however mentioned by some study 
participants. Moreover, the lack of exploration into longitudinal effects limits our understanding of 
the intervention’s sustained impact over time, highlighting areas for consideration in future 
studies.  

Lastly, the second and third authors were also course instructors, which may have influenced 
participant’s responses and engagement. However, all data were pseudonymised before analysis 
to protect participants’ identities and reduce bias in interpretation. Importantly, the first author had 
no prior relationship with the participants and led the data analysis and manuscript writing 
independently. Future studies should continue to consider how dual roles as instructors and 
researchers may influence the research process more broadly. 



Long-term follow-up studies are needed to better understand the lasting effects of well-being 
interventions (Asikainen et al., 2019). Mixed-methods designs could also provide richer insights 
into how students apply and sustain well-being practices in daily life post-intervention. Further 
research is also needed to explore ACT processes, specifically building on process-based 
measures of ACT models (Browning et al., 2023) and develop targeted interventions based on 
individual needs to recognise, capture, and benefit different at-risk groups (Kinnunen et al., 2019; 
Katajavuori et al., 2021). 

Conclusion 
The study provides valuable insights into the effects of an ACT-based online course on university 
students' well-being and study skills, addressing the gap in the literature regarding the factors 
contributing to the intervention outcomes (Bramwell & Richardson, 2018; McLoughlin & Roche, 
2023). By exploring students’ experiences of course components, the study revealed how specific 
course processes, such as mindfulness, self-reflection, and study skills enhancement, supported 
improved studying, self-compassion, and emotional self-awareness, aligning with the course’s 
objectives. 
  
Individuals derived diverse benefits from the course, illustrating the intervention’s richness in 
providing participants with diverse tools to promote their well-being and learning through themes 
based on the sub-processes of psychological flexibility. These insights highlight not only the 
statistical improvements in well-being, psychological flexibility, and study skills but also provide 
insights into the how behind these changes. This comprehensive approach contributes to a richer 
understanding of the intervention course’s impact and its person-centred underlying factors. 

Theoretical and practical implications   

A key strength of the study was the use of a mixed methods approach, which enabled a holistic 
understanding of the phenomenon and uncovered nuanced data discoveries and insights that 
might have been missed using a single method (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Creswell, 2022). 
This design offered a well-rounded answer to the research questions and strengthened the 
evidence base and generalisability of the study’s conclusions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) 
while allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of the possible practical implications and 
addressing the need to support students' personal and academic well-being. 
 
The intersection of higher education and mental health is crucial for nurturing academic success 
and well-being among young adults (Asikainen, 2018; Baalmann, 2023). Online interventions that 
combine study skills and ACT-based practices, such as the course under study, show the 
potential to promote students’ well-being and academic skills (Hailikari et al., 2021). Web-based 
ACT interventions can reach a wide range of students (Räsänen et al., 2016), addressing the 
need for interventions tailored to larger student groups (Regehr et al., 2013). Ultimately, the goal 
of a process-based approach to ACT is to provide effective and inclusive psychological care, 
providing universities with a means to support students from diverse backgrounds (Browning et 
al., 2023).  While not a replacement for therapy, the course raised awareness about available 
well-being services, helping students regardless of their potential psychological challenges 
(Emerson et al., 2022). Awareness of such services can be increased by providing added support 



or information about resources for those in need, and this should be considered when designing 
such interventions. 
  
Participants emphasised the importance of the intervention course, advocating for its 
implementation within curricula to foster discussion on mental health challenges that remain 
stigmatised (Mofatteh, 2021). The findings suggest that ACT-based interventions could be 
integrated into existing higher education contexts, with elements of the course embedded into 
orientation programs to reach more students. This can help incoming students build early 
resilience, manage academic stress, set realistic goals, and proactively develop tools for success 
from the beginning of their university journey. Incorporating mental health discussions and ACT 
practices into course curricula, such as in time management or study skills courses, can promote 
psychological flexibility and help students balance academic challenges with well-being. 
Furthermore, universities could offer self-paced, online ACT-based interventions through their 
digital platforms, providing accessible support for stress management and academic anxiety, 
available whenever students need it. These practical strategies can enhance both academic 
performance and overall mental health, benefiting a broad and diverse student population.  
 
The adaptability of these interventions makes them relevant not only within specific cultural 
contexts but also for international student populations, offering universal strategies to foster 
mental well-being and academic success. By building on existing curricula, universities can create 
practical, scalable opportunities to address students’ mental health and learning needs while 
fostering psychological flexibility and academic performance. Raising awareness through 
interventions like the one in this study can at its best shift societal attitudes, encourage proactive 
measures, promote self-compassion, and reduce barriers to seeking help. This ultimately 
enhances the well-being and academic success of different individuals and a wide population of 
students in higher education. 
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