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Abstract 

Nursing students across the globe have committed themselves to one of the most demanding courses of study as they prepare for professional 
practice. The stress associated with nursing school was amplified with the isolation and uncertainty brought on by worldwide quarantines during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this project was to implement a virtual international exchange program titled “the Coffee Shop” to determine 
its effectiveness as a strategy to promote cultural awareness, increase cultural empathy, and enhance self-care through mindfulness among nursing 
students enrolled in undergraduate nursing programs in Egypt and the United States in 2020. Students’ cultural mindfulness and cultural empathy 
levels were assessed before and after the initiation of a series of virtual sessions that incorporated mindfulness activities.  Forums were included to 
promote cross-cultural dialogue. Due to the universities closing for Covid-19, there was an insufficient number of surveys completed at the end of 
the sessions to allow for meaningful comparison studies. Informal student feedback at program completion indicated satisfaction with this virtual 
international mindfulness exchange.  Further investigation is needed to determine if incorporating mindfulness education in an international virtual 
exchange program enhances cultural empathy and bolsters students’ self-care skills to manage stress.

Introduction

Nursing has been recognized as one of the most stressful 
professions worldwide. The journey to becoming a nurse is rigorous 
and fraught with innumerable stressors as nursing students 
balance personal lives with the demands of the didactic and clinical 
components of nursing school. The emergence of COVID-19 has 
compounded the difficulty of navigating nursing programs as 
quarantines made it necessary to deliver courses in virtual settings 
at the onset of the pandemic. The arduous adjustments made by 
faculty and students alike to operate in an online environment were 
made more challenging by the psychological impact that isolation  

 
and the profound uncertainty of health, well-being, and survival 
have had on nursing students throughout the globe.

Despite these unprecedented challenges to nursing education, 
faculty have been tasked to maintain nursing programs’ quality and 
standards and provide nursing students with tools that promote 
their mental well-being. Many collegiate and professional nursing 
organizations have advocated for educating students about the 
importance of self-care and have called for incorporating self-
care activities in nursing curriculums [1,2]. The intent is that 
students will carry this knowledge and use these skills to manage 
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the stressors they will face in their future professional lives. 
Rising rates of nurse burnout, anxiety, depression, and suicide, 
coupled with high turnover rates that threaten the maintenance 
of a robust nursing workforce and, consequently, patient safety, 
have made it imperative to provide students with the resources 
necessary to thrive in health care environments [3]. The American 
Academy of Nursing (AACN) has made self-care, holistic care, and 
cultural competency part of The Essentials: Core Competencies 
for Professional Nursing Education that will govern curricula [2]. 
Therefore, nurse educators must search for strategies that build 
these competencies.

Nursing students must expand their cultural knowledge as 
communities become increasingly diverse. Cultural competence 
is a crucial tenet of nursing, and nurse educators work to find 
opportunities to broaden internationalization to prepare nursing 
students to provide culturally appropriate care. Global health 
education is a critical component in baccalaureate nursing 
education and is recognized by organizations that accredit nursing 
programs to prepare nurses to provide culturally competent, high-
quality care [1,2,4].

At one of the heights of the global pandemic, during the fall 
of 2020, two universities in the United States and Egypt had the 
opportunity to facilitate a virtual exchange program under the 
guidance of the Texas International Education Consortium (TIEC) 
and the Stevens Initiative [5]. TIEC and the Stevens Initiative 
collaboration aims to build bridges between cultures. The 
confluence of students worldwide engaging in virtual studies and 
living through a global pandemic presented a rich opportunity to 
unite and share ideas for alleviating the stress brought on during 
this unrivaled time in history.

Background/Literature Review

The college years are a challenging developmental period that 
may affect students’ well-being later in life as they experience 
stress and other psychological troubles. Untreated mental 
disorders influence academic success, productivity, substance use, 
and social relationships [6,7]. Psychological disorders and stress-
related problems are highly prevalent among college students and 
have been progressively increasing in prevalence and severity over 
time [8]. Social isolation, anxiety, and depression have increased 
remarkably among college students during the COVID-19 pandemic 
[9].

In addition, college students confront many problems in their 
studies, such as maintaining concentration, remembering details, 
and meeting deadlines under pressure [10]. These problems may 
lead to adverse educational effects and eventual dropout from 
college [11]. Nursing students have reported higher levels of stress, 
anxiety, and depression than other university students or working 
adults in the same age group [12]. In addition, nursing students 
have described their nursing education as stressful, especially time 
spent in clinical training [13-16].

Recently, mindfulness has become incorporated into several 
well-known mental health interventions because of its reported 

positive effects on human health and well-being and capacity 
to reduce a range of stress-related physical and psychological 
problems [17,18]. Mindfulness techniques have been shown to 
decrease the stress and anxiety of nursing students [19-22].

Significance of Project

Undergraduate nursing students are at a higher risk for 
experiencing stress and anxiety compared to students from other 
programs. Stress and anxiety in nursing students have been 
reported as a cross-cultural phenomenon that can have a profound 
negative impact on the student’s physical and psychological health 
as well as academic performance, highlighting the international 
scope and importance of this issue [23]. A mindfulness intervention 
is an acceptable, effective, cost-effective, and implementable 
intervention that may provide a multidimensional solution 
to nursing students’ physical and mental health problems. 
Mindfulness is a non-pharmaceutical therapeutic without the side 
effects associated with the use of anti-anxiety and antidepressant 
medications. It has been suggested that mindfulness interventions 
could be used as a preventative college health intervention. It is 
important to assess student knowledge regarding mindfulness. 
Students from various backgrounds may perceive and value 
mindfulness-based interventions differently. Therefore, nurse 
educators must understand students’ perceptions and values to 
tailor appropriate interventions and improve student well-being 
and academic performance.

Stress, anxiety, and depression rates have doubled among 
college students over the last two decades [24,25]. A mindfulness 
intervention is an inexpensive and effective intervention that may 
provide a multidimensional solution to nursing students’ physical 
and mental health problems. Mindfulness is a non-pharmaceutical 
therapeutic without the side effects associated with the use 
of anti-anxiety and antidepressant medications [26,27]. It has 
been suggested that mindfulness interventions could be used 
as a preventative college health intervention. It is important 
to assess student knowledge regarding mindfulness. Students 
from various backgrounds may perceive and value mindfulness-
based interventions differently. Therefore, nurse educators must 
understand students’ perceptions and values to tailor appropriate 
interventions and improve student well-being and academic 
performance.

One of the aims of this project was to increase cultural 
awareness and cultural empathy among undergraduate nursing 
students in Egypt and the United States. The second aim of this 
project was to obtain baseline information to examine the effects 
of a series of mindfulness-based interventions on reducing stress 
among American and Egyptian undergraduate nursing students.

The third aim of this project was to explore similarities and 
differences in perceptions of mindfulness-based interventions 
among the students before initiation of the virtual exchange 
program and after its completion.

The first step of this pilot project was to implement a virtual 
international exchange program to determine its effectiveness 
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as a virtual teaching strategy to promote cultural awareness and 
empathy while enhancing mindfulness as a self-care strategy 
among nursing students enrolled in undergraduate nursing 
programs in Egypt and the United States. Consideration was given 
to the possibility that a mindfulness technique, such as meditation, 
may be practiced differently by students from Western cultures and 
Middle Eastern cultures, and may be viewed differently by students 
from various faith communities.

Theoretical Framework

There is no reported theoretical framework that links 
mindfulness to stressors and stress reduction. However, it was 
suggested that Modeling and Role Modeling (MRM) nursing theory 
[28], could provide a foundation. Therefore, the current study used 
the Modeling and Role-Modeling nursing theory to guide the study 
and to describe the linkages between (MRM) nursing theory and 
mindfulness. The theory of Modeling and Role Modeling explains 
the concepts relevant to human nature, person and health. One 
of the key concepts in the theory is self-care. In MRM, self-care 
is the ability to care for oneself to promote health by meeting 
basic human needs, including those that facilitate growth and 
development throughout one’s lifetime. Every person can care for 
themselves on some level, but specific self-care is unique to each 
individual. Because each person has a unique view of the world, a 
self-care approach that works for one person might not work for 
another. The concept of self-care can be further delineated into 
self-care knowledge, resources, and actions. These concepts, as 
applied to mindfulness training for nursing students, inform that 
self-care knowledge is the awareness of the amount of stress and 
need for mindfulness training. Self-care resources are the ability 
to participate in mindfulness classes and self-care actions are the 
implementation the mindfulness techniques.

Project

This pilot project involved two groups of undergraduate nursing 
students. One group was enrolled in a nursing research course from 
a regional university in Egypt, and the other group was enrolled in a 
nurse research course from a public university in the United States. 
Approximately 470 students participated in seven virtual sessions 
in which mindfulness or other self-care topics were presented and 
discussed throughout one semester.

Ethical Considerations

This project and pilot study was conducted according to the 
ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. The 
University of Texas at El Paso Institutional Review Board approved 
the study. After the project and anticipated study were explained 
including risks and benefits, students who wished to participate in 
the project and pilot study gave their consent. Student identities 
were kept confidential to ensure privacy.

Methods and Design

Nursing students from both universities aged eighteen years 
and older completed a demographic survey about stress-relieving 
strategies. They answered questions on the Mindful Attention 
Awareness Scale (MAAS) and the Global Competency Empathy 

Survey before and after completing the virtual “Coffee Shop” series 
[29,30]. An informative descriptive study was used to inform 
activities for future course development. Sample demographic 
characteristics were assessed, self-care activities were selected 
based on this information, and informal feedback was obtained 
that guided the development of a subsequent study conducted the 
following semester.

Stress-reduction activities and mindfulness activities were 
shared with the students throughout the sessions. Each session 
featured a specific self-care topic. The students were taught 
abdominal and pranayama breathing techniques. They participated 
in a guided meditation, spent time in nature, and reflected on the 
experience. They brought their pets to “virtual” class, colored 
mandalas, and learned simple Tai Chi. The activities were taught in 
real-time by certified practitioners using a virtual video platform. 
The students joined the webinar from their homes, met as a large 
group to learn the activity, practiced the movement, and then met 
in small breakout groups to discuss their insights of the activities 
with their international counterparts. During the small groups, the 
students were encouraged to familiarize themselves with facets of 
their international colleagues’ cultures, ask questions, and were 
encouraged to dialogue with their international colleagues.

Description of Instruments

At the start of the semester, all participants completed surveys. 
Four categories of questions were asked: (1) basic demographics, 
(2) cultural sensitivity, (3) stress-relieving strategies, and (4) 
mindfulness attentive awareness scale (MAAS) scores.  The 
demographic questions inquired about the respondent’s gender, 
age, ethnic origin, marital status, and travel. The cultural sensitivity 
prompts asked questions regarding the spoken language, media, 
and cultural background.  The third set of question prompts 
centered on stress-relieving practices that participants had utilized 
previously. Finally, a category of questions relating to the MAAS 
survey was included. This 15-item scale was developed to examine 
a critical aspect of dispositional mindfulness and present-oriented 
awareness [31].

Results

Participant Demographics

A total of 470 student participants completed the Coffee Shop 
activity. There were 124 student participants from the University 
of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) in El Paso, Texas. This group consisted 
of students enrolled in the second year of courses of their nursing 
program. The 346 participants from Menoufia University in Cairo, 
Egypt, were enrolled in Fourth Level of Nursing Research class.

The UTEP population was diversified in age, race/ethnicity, and 
history of travel outside of their region. The bulk of those who took 
part were female (83.9 %). The participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 
over 50 years. The majority were single or never married (78.2 %). 
Hispanic/Latino participants made up the bulk of the participants 
(84.7%). The most significant number of participants (82.3% and 
71.0%) said they had gone to cities outside of their hometown and 
foreign countries, respectively (Table 1).
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Table 1: Demographic Results of Participants.

Categories El Paso, Texas Cohort UTEP n=124 Cairo, Egypt Cohort Menoufia n=346

Gender

Female 104 (83.9%) 204 (59.0%)

Male 19 (15.3%) 141 (40.8%)

Choose not to identify 1 (0.8%) 1 (0.3%)

Age

19-25 years 93 (75%) 338 (97.7%)

26-30 years 13 (10.5%) 4 (1.2%)

31-35 years 7 (5.6%) 3 (0.9%)

36-40 years 7 (5.6%) 0 (0.0%)

41-45 years 2 (1.6%) 1 (0.3%)

46-50 years 2 (1.6%) 0 (0.0%)

Ethnicity Origin/Race

Asian/Pacific Islander 4 (3.2%) 1 (0.3%)

Black or African American 5 (5%) 21 (6.1%)

White 8 (6.5%) 83 (24.0%)

Hispanic/Latino 105 (84.7) 6 (1.7%)

Native American/American Indian 0 (0.0%) 3 (0.9%)

Middle Eastern 0 (0.0%) 182 (52.6%)

Other 2 (1.6) 50 (14.5%)

Marital Status

Single, never married 97 (78.2%) 310 (89.6%)

Married/Domestic partnership 23 (18.5%) 35 (10.1%)

Widowed 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.3%)

Divorced 4 (3.2) 0 (0.0%)

Separated 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Traveled to Cities other than your own

Yes 102 (82.3%) 129 (37.3%)

No 22 (17.7%) 217 (62.7%)

Traveled to other countries

Yes 88 (71.0%) 31 (9.0%)

No 36 (29.0%) 315 (91.0%)

Previous Degree (not nursing)

Yes 21 (16.9%) 8 (2.3%)

No 103 (83.1%) 338 (97.7%)

The Menoufia population was mainly under the age of 25 
(97.7%), with a predominance of female nursing students (59.0 
%). Middle Eastern (52.6%) was the most often identified ethnicity, 
with White coming in second (24.0 %). Like the UTEP participants, 
the majority of Menoufia participants listed their marital status 
as Single/Never Married (89.6%). Concerning travel, the majority 
of Menoufia students indicated they had not visited other cities 
(62.7%) or countries (91.0%)

Cultural Empathy

Four cultural empathy prompts were given to all participants. 

Attitudes toward language, stereotypes, interaction, and judgment 
were all addressed in the questions. Participants were asked to 
express their thoughts on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. The majority of participants 
indicated the Disagree response when asked if they felt irritated 
with a different language being spoken around them (UTEP 91.1%, 
Menoufia 57.5%), and if they felt impatient when interacting with 
people from other countries (UTEP 93.6%, Menoufia 61%).  The 
response ‘Agree’ was the most significant percentage when asked if 
it bothers them with media portrayals of people based on cultural 
stereotypes (UTEP 75%, Menoufia 35.8%), and if they get disturbed 
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when people are judged on their cultural background (UTEP 86.3%, 
Menoufia 48.9%)

Strategies to cope with stress

Participants were provided with a list of ten strategies that can 
be used to cope with stress.  The top three strategies chosen by 
the UTEP participants were Exercise (68.5%), Pray (52.5%), and 
Breathing Practices (46.8%). For the Menoufia participants, the top 
three strategies were Pray (69.4%), Reading the Koran (52.3%), 
and Exercise (30.9%)

MAAS Survey (Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale)

All participants were asked to complete the MAAS survey before 
participating in the Coffee Shop activities. This survey asked 15 
questions related to attention and awareness of their surroundings.  
The scores were tabulated and ranged from 15 (lowest) to 90 
(highest). For the UTEP cohort, the highest percentages fell in the 
34-52 range (31.5%) and the 53-71 range (40.3%).  The results 
were similar for the Menoufia cohort, with 53-71 (49.7%) being the 
highest percentage.

Informal Student Feedback

The students learned about self-care tools, or self-care strategies 
and used them appropriately. Many students called and emailed 
their appreciation for the collaborative activities. The students 
were very positive in their unofficial reports of the activities.

• “I thought this was going to be a waste of time, but I 
learned so much and I  looked  forward to it each week!”

• ” I never would have made it through the semester without 
this”

• “These skills are so valuable for my life as a nurse”

• “I felt like I was really able to connect with my classmates 
and learn about them”

• “I shared these with my family members and we had fun 
being mindful together”

One of the unexpected outcomes of the program was that 
students exchanged their phone numbers and emails to stay in 
touch after the project and continue to be in contact. The faculty 
also built friendships and remained in contact as well.

Limitations

The study’s major limitation was that both universities closed 
during the final stage of the activity. We were unable to complete 
a full data analysis due to a lack of responses to the post-survey. 
We did analyze the demographic and MAAS survey comparisons, 
but the results were limited, though informal student feedback  
was extremely positive. Another limitation was the use of a 
virtual platform that did not allow us to include a large number of 
participants in a single session. Because the virtual platform would 
not allow us to have more than 400 participants, the facilitators had 
to run each session twice. Furthermore, the overall session size had 
to be kept under 200 people in order to use the breakout rooms 

for small group activities. Another limitation was the time zone 
difference during the holiday season. Due to seasonal obligations, 
many students were unable to attend the sessions until late in the 
day, which may have influenced their participation.

Discussion

This pilot project aimed to identify and create mindfulness 
activities suitable for two different cultures based on a cultural 
sensitivity survey and the MAAS survey. Currently, there were no 
other studies found concerning virtual international exchange 
programs that address mindfulness in the literature. It was amazing 
that the stress relief activities that students were using prior to the 
study, were very similar. The students reported prayer, going out 
into nature, and reading religious works as techniques they have 
used in the past. A project revealed that the students also had 
very similar stressors. School and illness ranked very high among 
concerns expressed by Egyptian and American students.

By teaching mindfulness techniques, nurse educators support 
the whole nurse and fortify the nurse in their role as a health care 
provider who can view themselves holistically and engage in self-
care effectively. Nurses must learn to exist in a state of continuous 
self-healing to keep the levels of burnout to a minimum, and nurses 
do this by becoming more mindful and more aware of themselves 
as both people and caregivers.  By choosing culturally sensitive 
mindfulness techniques, we apply our understanding of the social 
and cultural issues that influence nursing [32].

Implications for Holistic Practice and Research

Graduate nurses report that stress related to work is the 
number one reason they leave the profession [33]. Most nursing 
school curricula often do not include mindfulness practices in their 
curriculum [34,35]. Students should acquire mindfulness skills to 
better prepare for the environment where they will find themselves. 
Mindfulness training has been linked to inquisitive minds, enhanced 
inter-relationships between self and patient, higher involvement, 
improved error awareness, and improved clinical insight [36]. 
Mindfulness programs have been shown to raise job satisfaction, 
reduce the amount of overtime required to perform daily activities, 
and reduce burnout, leading to lower attrition, greater quality, and 
improved patient safety results. [37].

Self-care and wellness activities are part of the nursing tool kit 
and are mandated by the ANA Code of Ethics fifth provision [38]. 
Nurses can internally build up their empathy and compassion during 
stressful events and promote safety and higher-quality patient care 
by performing self-care actions. In addition, specific programs, 
such as the MBSR interventions, have had positive results with 
new nurses, and it is recommended that administrators institute 
mindfulness into the academic curriculum and work facilities [39].

Conclusion

Our job as nurse educators is to develop and implement 
culturally sensitive mechanisms that the students can use to deal 
with their stress appropriately and create an environment that 
supports learning, understanding, and compassion for the student 
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nurses. We also need to educate and offer tools for the students to 
reduce their anxiety by being a role model, understanding causal 
factors, and creating supportive environments to allow students to 
deal with stress with positive feelings.
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