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Abstract 

Anxiety is a widespread mental health concern that significantly impacts daily functioning and overall well-being 

for a portion of the overall population. Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) has sparked interest as a 

therapeutic approach integrating mindfulness meditation and yoga to promote self-awareness, emotional regulation, 

and stress resilience. This literature review examines the relationship between MBSR and anxiety, exploring the 

mechanisms through which mindfulness practices alleviate anxiety symptoms. Research indicates that MBSR is as 

effective as pharmacological treatments and other behavioral therapies in reducing anxiety. Furthermore, MBSR 

has been successfully implemented across diverse populations, including individuals with chronic illness, veterans, 

college students, and women facing hormonal changes. However, accessibility barriers, cultural influences, and 

individual hesitations limit its reach and effectiveness. Studies suggest that modifying MBSR’s structure, 

integrating it with complementary therapies, and expanding virtual platforms can enhance its impact. While MBSR 

provides significant benefits, its effectiveness depends on individual engagement and the availability of mental 

health resources. Future research should focus on long-term outcomes, optimizing accessibility, and further 

exploring the integration of MBSR with other evidence-based treatments to provide comprehensive anxiety 

management solutions. 
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The Relationship Between Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction and Anxiety 

Anxiety is widely recognized as one of the most prevalent mental health concerns, affecting millions of individuals 

and significantly impacting daily functioning and overall well-being. Though many behavioral therapies have 

proven effective, many individuals seek complementary or alternative methods to manage anxiety symptoms. One 

such approach is Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) which is a structured, evidence-based program that 

integrates mindful meditation and yoga to enhance present-moment awareness and reduce psychological distress. 

This literature review explores the relationship between MBSR and anxiety, examining the mechanisms through 

which mindfulness practice influences anxiety symptoms and evaluating empirical research supporting its 

effectiveness as a therapeutic intervention. 

Developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn in the late 1970s, MBSR has gained substantial attention for its potential to 

alleviate anxiety by promoting self-regulation, emotional resilience, and cognitive flexibility (Barbosa et al., 2013). 

The program emphasizes active listening, a judgment-free space, and techniques that encourage individuals to 

center their minds on the present moment, promoting relaxation and reducing physiological tension (Hoge et al., 

2023; Serpa et al., 2014). A key component of MBSR is the practice of decentering–observing thoughts and  
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emotions without immediate reaction–which fosters emotional regulation and resilience against anxiety 

(Taghvaeinia et al., 2024). By integrating these principles, MBSR serves as a valuable therapeutic approach for 

individuals seeking to enhance mindfulness and reduce anxiety-related stress. 

The growing prevalence of mental health issues worldwide highlights the urgent need for effective 

interventions like MBSR. Research emphasizes not only the rising rates of anxiety and depression, but also the 

necessity of expanding mental health resource availability, particularly in developing countries where such support 

remains limited (Wang et al., 2023). Salajegheh et al. found that certain populations are at an even greater risk, 

such as teenage girls diagnosed with Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome (PCOS), who face heightened levels of anxiety 

due to the challenges associated with chronic illness (2023). Another population that was found to be at a high risk 

of facing anxiety was college students, who often felt that, despite their need for counseling and mindfulness-based 

services, resources were not helpful or readily available to them (Cary et al., 2024). Given the emotional and 

psychological burden placed on these individuals and many others, MBSR presents a valuable tool for fostering 

resilience and improving mental well-being in patients battling anxiety. 

 

Limitations 

While MBSR offers significant benefits, as previously mentioned, it also has limitations that must be 

acknowledged. For veterans, who often face high rates of anxiety, suicidal ideation, homelessness, and 

unemployment, MBSR is not always effective due to the severity and complexity of their challenges (Serpa et al., 

2014). Additionally, while MBSR enhances mindfulness and emotional regulation, it does not modify attentional 

patterns or subconscious biases, limiting its ability to address deeply ingrained cognitive tendencies (Robles et al., 

2025). These constraints demonstrate the need for complementary interventions alongside MBSR for more 

comprehensive mental health support. 

Considering its limitations and other contributing factors, some individuals remain hesitant to engage in 

MBSR. In a study on PCOS patients conducted by Salajegheh et al., unmarried patients feared they lacked the 

experience necessary to benefit from the practice, believing that married individuals had a broader understanding of 

coping mechanisms (2023).  

Historically, men have proven to be more likely to suppress emotions and avoid seeking emotional 

support, which leads to lower participation rates in attempted mindfulness programs (Brown et al., 2021). These 

concerns highlight the need for increased education and outreach to ensure broader accessibility and acceptance of 

MBSR. 

Accessibility remains a critical barrier to MBSR implementation. Cultural and geographical factors often 

limit access to mindfulness-based interventions, particularly in male-dominated populations where mental health 

resources are underutilized (Parswani et al., 2013). In some regions, gender norms and stigma prevent men from 

actively seeking psychological support (Güney et al., 2022). Expanding access to MBSR programs through virtual 

platforms and community-based initiatives can help bridge this gap, ensuring that more individuals benefit from its 

therapeutic effects. 

Comparing Treatment Options 

 
Research has shown that MBSR is comparable to other anxiety treatments, offering similar benefits without clear 

superiority. In a study conducted by Hoge et al., it was concluded that MBSR was non-inferior to escitalopram, a 

commonly prescribed antidepressant, meaning both treatments effectively reduced anxiety symptoms without one 

being definitively better (2023). Similarly, MBSR demonstrated equal effectiveness to Transcranial Direct Current 

Stimulation (tDCS) in promoting mindfulness and cognitive decentering from anxious thoughts. However, tDCS 

presented practical challenges due to its burdensome setup, raising concerns about its accessibility (Brooks et al., 

2021). These findings suggest that MBSR is not only a viable treatment, but its effectiveness is on par with other 

established methods. This reinforces the importance of individualized treatment choices for anxiety management. 

Combining MBSR with other therapies has been shown to enhance its effectiveness in reducing anxiety. 

Through their research, Liu, Tao, and Hou discovered that pairing MBSR with Music Therapy (MT) alleviated both 

psychological and physical symptoms in patients with osteosarcoma (2019). Additionally, integrating MBSR with 

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), Acceptance Commitment Therapy (ACT), and Transcranial Direct Current 

Stimulation (tDCS) helped participants better apply mindfulness principles, further reducing anxiety (Brooks et al., 

2021; Taghvaeinia et al., 2024). The effect MBSR has with these other methods demonstrates that combining 

MBSR with other treatments may provide a more comprehensive approach to anxiety management. 

Another technique used to enhance MBSR is modifying its original structure. Modifying this therapy has 

proven to benefit the most in terms of accessibility for individuals with various constraints. An online adaptation of 
MBSR maintained its success rates while improving accessibility (Wang et al., 2023). Similarly, removing the full-

day retreat from the program did not reduce its effectiveness and still provided valuable insight to participants' 

flexible mindfulness treatments (Collado‐Navarro et al., 2021). For college students, adjusting MBSR to fit their 

schedules led to greater success, as the original program’s time demands often posed a barrier (Cary et al., 2024).  
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Modification highlights the adaptability of MBSR and effectively reduces anxiety across the populations listed 

above.  

Many factors add to the appeal of MBSR as a treatment for anxiety. Many veterans prefer it over 

traditional medication due to the lasting stigma surrounding antidepressants, making mindfulness-based approaches 

a more attractive option (Serpa et al., 2014). Similarly, Liu, Tao, and Hou found that patients with osteosarcoma, 

who endure significant physical and psychological distress, are often drawn to MBSR for its well-documented 

ability to alleviate various forms of suffering (2019). These factors highlight why MBSR continues to gain 

popularity as a non-invasive, stigma-free alternative for managing anxiety. 

Meditation plays a central role in MBSR by allowing emotional regulation and reducing anxiety. It allows 

willing individuals to observe their thoughts without judgment, leading to a decrease in symptoms of anxiety 

(Parswani et al., 2013). Slow breathing during meditation strengthens the connection between the parasympathetic 

and central nervous systems, enhancing emotional control and overall well-being (Gu & Zhu, 2022). Additionally, 

Brooks et al. found that meditation encourages mindfulness by focusing attention on the present moment, reducing 

stress, and alleviating worries about the future (2021). Meditation provides an  essential function in MBSR’s 

effectiveness for anxiety reduction. 

MBSR has proven highly effective in several populations at risk for anxiety. Serpa et al., explains that 

veterans, who often experience PTSD and other mental health challenges, saw significant and lasting reductions in 

negative symptoms through this stress reduction technique (2014). Similarly, MBSR aided both healthcare students 

and professionals, improving well-being across various medical settings (Barbosa et al., 2013). Additionally, 

women with Polycystic Ovary Syndrome (PCOS) experienced a better quality of life when using this technique, 

highlighting its broad impact on both professionals and patients (Salajegheh et al., 2023).  MBSR is proven to be 

versatile in managing anxiety across diverse groups. 

While MBSR is effective, some treatments have shown superiority in specific areas. A modified online 

version of MBSR offered greater accessibility while maintaining similar benefits, making it a more practical option 

for many individuals (Wang et al., 2023). Additionally, Taghvaeinia et al. found that Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy (ACT) proved more effective than MBSR in alleviating both physical and psychological symptoms in 

patients with Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) (2024). Furthermore, Augmented Behavioral Cognitive Therapy 

(ABCT) outperformed MBSR in enhancing self-compassion, though both methods effectively reduced anxiety and 

depression (Collado‐Navarro et al., 2021). While MBSR can be beneficial, other treatments may offer greater 

advantages based on specific patient needs. 

 

Quality of Life 
 

MBSR continuously demonstrates its ability to foster improvements by enhancing emotional regulation and 

acceptance. For individuals with chronic pain, MBSR reduced negative psychological symptoms and increased pain 

acceptance, even though it did not alleviate physical pain (Robles et al., 2025). Additionally, Cary et al. conducted 

a study in which participants experienced improved mindfulness and emotional self-regulation, allowing them to 

manage stress and anxiety more effectively (2024). The research conducted by Cary et al. emphasizes MBSR’s role 

in strengthening psychological resilience and promoting emotional well-being. 

 MBSR has been shown to enhance the quality of life for individuals facing significant health challenges. 

Patients with osteosarcoma, who often experience severe psychological distress, benefited from MBSR, which 

improved their overall well-being (Liu et al., 2019). Additionally, as it was demonstrated in a study conducted by 

Collado-Navarro et al., combining MBSR with Attachment-Based Compassion Therapy (ABCT) led to further 

improvements, helping patients develop greater self-compassion during moments of anxiety (2021). MBSR is 

crucial in promoting emotional resilience and enhancing quality of life across various patient populations. 

 Cultural influences play a significant role in the accessibility and research of MBSR. In China, studies are 

limited due to cultural perspectives on emotional expression, making it difficult to recruit consenting participants 

(Wang et al., 2023). Similarly, a study conducted by Aydin and Budak found that in Saudi Arabia, research on 

MBSR faces challenges due to a lack of local literature and resources. While one study successfully gathered 

sufficient participants, researchers stressed the urgent need for expanded resources in underrepresented regions to 

ensure more inclusive and diverse studies (Aydin & Budak, 2023). To conclude, culture has a large impact on 

MBSR research and accessibility.  

 Anxiety has a profound impact on women, making the benefits of MBSR particularly relevant. The 

COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased anxiety and depression rates in pregnant women. This has led to 

higher risks of distress and even prenatal and postnatal infections (Güney et al., 2022). Additionally, aging women 

often experience anxiety and depression due to declining estrogen levels, further emphasizing their need for 

mindfulness-based practices (Aydin & Budak, 2023). Brown et al. contributed to this information by providing 

research demonstrating that MBSR has been especially beneficial for women, helping to reduce physical symptoms 

of anxiety such as a racing heart, muscle tension, and headaches (Brown et al., 2021). MBSR plays a vital role in 

alleviating anxiety-related symptoms, specifically in women across different life stages. 



Vol. 06 - Issue: 04/April_2025           ©Institute for Promoting Research & Policy Development             DOI: 10.56734/ijahss.v6n4a7 

61 | www.ijahss.net 

 

External factors that influence stress, such as sleep deprivation, workplace challenges, and traumatic triggers 

markedly impact anxiety levels, making MBSR a valuable tool for stress reduction. Graduate healthcare students 

often struggle with intense academic clinical schedules, leading to high stress and poor sleep quality. However, 

MBSR has been shown to alleviate anxiety related to these stressors (Barbosa et al., 2013). Similarly, Gu and Zhu 

found that individuals with PTSD face anxiety-inducing triggers that may not pose real threats but still evoke 

traumatic memories. Regular MBSR practice helps manage these triggers, providing emotional regulation and relief 

(2022). This information demonstrates the ability MBSR has to address various external stressors beyond cultural 

or gender influences as previously stated. 

 

Effectiveness and Outcomes 
 

Control groups play a crucial role in measuring the effectiveness of MBSR, yet their absence or lack of 

improvement can present challenges. Liu et al. observed that the absence of a control group limited the researcher’s 

ability to accurately assess MBSR’s impact, emphasizing the necessity of comparison groups in psychological 

research (2019). Conversely, another study found that while the experimental group benefited from MBSR, the 

control group showed no emotional improvement, with anxiety and depression worsening. This was particularly 

concerning for pregnant women, as it heightened the risk of postpartum depression and other lasting negative 

effects (Güney et al., 2022). In regards to control groups, it is important to recognize the necessity of them, as well 

as recognizing ethical considerations of control groups in MBSR research. 

 Experimental groups in MBSR studies have demonstrated significant positive outcomes, particularly when 

participants engage consistently. Parswani et al., found that individuals who remained committed to assigned 

MBSR practices experienced notable success in managing anxiety symptoms (2013). Similarly, an experimental 

group of menopausal women showed both psychological and physical improvements, including enhanced stress 

management, increased body awareness, and reduced anxiety. Many participants also reported a decrease in 

physical complications, reinforcing the effectiveness of MBSR in promoting overall well-being (Aydin & Budak, 

2023). It is highlighted in these studies the potential benefits of MBSR when actively practiced within experimental 

groups. 

 Post-testing and follow-up results are crucial in assessing the long-term effectiveness of MBSR. In a study 

conducted by Salajegheh et al., these later check-ins were emphasized to ensure that the benefits of MBSR 

persisted beyond the initial intervention (2023). Researchers also found that MBSR and other mind-body therapies 

contributed to a reduced likelihood of opioid use and abuse, highlighting its potential as a long-term coping strategy 

(Robles et al., 2025). Additionally, patients with coronary heart disease who continued independent MBSR 

practice, particularly meditation, maintained positive results, reinforcing the lasting impact of mindfulness 

techniques (Parswani et al., 2013). 

 In conclusion, the literature reviewed highlights the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 

in managing anxiety across various populations. Research demonstrates that MBSR fosters emotional regulation, 

cognitive flexibility, and stress reduction, making it a viable alternative or complement to traditional anxiety 

treatments. However, its effectiveness depends on factors such as accessibility, cultural influences, and individual 

engagement. While MBSR offers significant benefits, studies also suggest that integrating it with other therapeutic 

approaches could enhance its impact. Future research should focus on addressing accessibility barriers and 

evaluating long-term outcomes to optimize MBSR’s role in anxiety management. 
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