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In modern psychology, mindfulness is an important resource for psychological well-being and intergroup relations, but its role in intercultural communication effectiveness has not been sufficiently studied. This research aims to identify the interrelationship between interpersonal mindfulness, intergroup anxiety, and intercultural communication effectiveness among international students. The sample includes 337 (Mage = 22.93, SD = 3.11) international students (41.5% of females) from different countries studying in Russian Universities. Interpersonal mindfulness was measured using the Interpersonal Mindfulness Scale, Intergroup anxiety using ten items adapted from Stephan and Stephan and used in Gudykunst and Nishida, and Intercultural communication effectiveness using the eight items adapted from Gudykunst’s Perceived Effectiveness of Communication measure. Descriptive analysis, correlations, and mediation analyses were used to process the data. The research findings showed that interpersonal mindfulness has both a direct effect on intercultural communication effectiveness and a mediation effect on intercultural communication effectiveness through intergroup anxiety among the international students.
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INTRODUCTION

Academic mobility of students remains one of the current trends in the development of education worldwide, despite rising international tensions and restrictive measures imposed in connection with the COVID-19 pandemic (Abramova et al., 2021; Gritsenko et al., 2021; Kanjera, 2021). While studying abroad, international students face several problems in intercultural adjustment and communication (Chebotareva, 2011; Novikova and Novikov, 2015; Bierwiaczonek and Waldzus, 2016; Khukhlaev et al., 2020; Aresi et al., 2021; Bui et al., 2021; Pekerti et al., 2021; Mao et al., 2022). Therefore, an important task of psychological science is the search for basic psychological mechanisms of the effectiveness of intercultural communication and using them to support international students.

There are numerous studies on the factors and predictors of the effectiveness of intercultural communication among international students in a new socio-cultural environment, including socio-demographic characteristics, health status, personality traits, tolerance, identity, metastereotypes, cognitive abilities, intercultural competence; cultural intelligence, and so on (Güngör and Bornstein, 2009; de Araujo, 2011; Neuliep, 2012; Jenny, 2013; Bücker et al., 2014; Bierwiaczonek and Waldzus, 2016; Presbitero and Attar, 2018; Thomas, 2018; Solhaug and Kristensen, 2020; Gritsenko et al., 2021; Ma and Xia, 2021; Matera and Catania, 2021; Cao and Meng, 2022; Xiong et al., 2022). The listed variables have a different impact on intercultural communication depending on external and internal conditions, which in turn sets the task of finding new predictors of the effectiveness of intercultural communication among international students. As intercultural communication is a special case of interpersonal communication, it is advisable to consider the already studied factors to improve the interpersonal communication to check their effectiveness in the intercultural communication.

One of the novel and recently proven resources to increase the effectiveness of interpersonal communication is interpersonal mindfulness. Burgoon et al. (2000) believed that being mindful while interacting with others likely fosters effective communication, which is critical for the healthy functioning of interpersonal relationships. Pratscher et al. (2019) later proposed the concept of interpersonal mindfulness: “when people are interpersonally mindful, they maintain a receptive awareness of what is going on during interpersonal interactions, moment-by-moment. They are aware of their own thoughts, emotions, feelings, bodily sensations, experiences, and intentions as the interaction occurs. At the same time, they pay attention to what seems to be going on with the other person, picking up clues through, not only what is said or done but also the other person’s apparent mood, verbal tone, and body language” (Pratscher et al., 2019, p. 1445). Because interpersonal mindfulness occurs in the moment-to-moment unfolding of social interactions, it is strongly related to communication outcomes (Pratscher et al., 2019). In this regard, it is logical to assume that mindfulness in interpersonal relationships with a representative of a different culture also increases the effectiveness of communication. However, no research has explored the impact of the interpersonal mindfulness to intercultural communication.

Based on these facts, this study primarily aimed to examine whether interpersonal mindfulness was related to intercultural communication effectiveness, and to explain this mechanism both theoretically and empirically.


Interpersonal Mindfulness in Intercultural Communication

As mentioned above, there have been no studies on the contribution of interpersonal mindfulness to the effectiveness of intercultural communication; however, interpersonal mindfulness can be considered the mindfulness manifestation in interpersonal relationships.

The association of mindfulness with the effectiveness of interpersonal communication has been proven in studies (Burgoon et al., 2000; Lillis and Hayes, 2007; Karremans et al., 2017; Don, 2020), and the crucial role of mindfulness in interaction with people from a different culture has also been shown. Therefore, Gudykunst (1995, 1998) in his Anxiety/Uncertainty Management (AUM) theory incorporated the concepts of mindfulness and intercultural communication effectiveness; suggesting that communication is ineffective if people are not mindful during intercultural communication (Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001). According to the central tenets of AUM, the more an individual can regulate and manage uncertainty and anxiety, the more mindfulness they can achieve, leading to communication effectiveness (Neuliep, 2012).

Further, Thomas (2006) considered the concept of mindfulness as a key component that links knowledge with behavioral capability. Mindfulness as a metacognitive strategy focuses attention on the knowledge of culture and the processes of cultural influence as well as on an individual’s motives, goals, emotions, and external stimuli. Mindfulness is the central point in the Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2015) intercultural and intergroup communication competence model that promotes increased culture-sensitive and identity-sensitive knowledge, open-hearted attitudes, and communication skill sets.

Previous empirical studies have supported the idea of positive impact of mindfulness on intercultural interaction. Systematic review of the mindfulness-intergroup literature found that mindfulness has the potential to assuage intergroup bias toward a variety of social groups (e.g., racial, gender, religious, and socioeconomic) (Oyler et al., 2021).

However, despite relatively well-researched role of mindfulness in intergroup relations, its influence on intercultural communication effectiveness has not been studied in depth. Jankowski and Sandage (2014) discovered the association between meditative prayer and intercultural competence. Mindfulness may play an important role in intercultural adjustment of international students; higher mindfulness being associated with better sociocultural adjustment during cross-cultural transitions (Kashima et al., 2017). Nadeem and Koschmann (2021) found that when Pakistani students were more mindful, they could better manage their levels of anxiety and uncertainty; having a positive impact on their intercultural communication effectiveness.

Thus, interpersonal mindfulness can be considered as a significant predictor of the effectiveness of intercultural communication among students studying abroad.



Mediating Role of the Intergroup Anxiety

It is common knowledge that individuals often experience intergroup anxiety before interacting with people from a different culture (Stephan, 2014). In turn it amplifies cognitive and motivational biases and negative emotional reactions. Additionally, it lowers the evaluation of outgroup members; therefore high levels of intergroup anxiety is associated with low levels of contact with outgroup members (Stephan and Stephan, 1985). Many studies have indicated that intergroup anxiety is correlated with negative outgroup attitudes and negative emotions such as fear and anger (Stephan, 2014). Thus, it is not surprising that intergroup anxiety is associated with low quality of intercultural relationships (Greenland and Brown, 1999).

Additionally, Gudykunst’s AUM theory (1995) posits the impact of anxiety on intercultural interactions. It assumes that managing uncertainty and anxiety are central processes influencing the effectiveness of our communication with others (Gudykunst, 1995). Hence individuals can communicate effectively to the extent that they are able to manage their anxiety and accurately predict and explain others’ attitudes, feelings, and behaviors. Anxiety and uncertainty management, therefore, are the “basic” causes of effective communication. AUM theory assumes that the effects of other variables on communicative effectiveness are mediated through anxiety and uncertainty (Gudykunst, 1995).

Since intergroup anxiety predicts the effectiveness of intercultural communication; interpersonal mindfulness may therefore be related to the level of intergroup anxiety. It is well documented that the mindfulness-based interventions are effective for treating social anxiety (Goldin et al., 2017). Price-Blackshear et al. (2017) have found that mindfulness may help people regulate feelings of intergroup anxiety.

On the contrary, Harrison and Peacock (2009) have noted that increased intercultural contact can actually increase anxiety or decrease confidence in the short-term while new understanding and identities are constructed, particularly where mindfulness is stimulated. Students may worry about “mindful” forms of interactions in intercultural environments (Harrison and Peacock, 2009), further stimulating their levels of the intergroup anxiety. This contradiction needs to be clarified through empirical research.

Thus, this study aims to identify the interrelationship between interpersonal mindfulness, intergroup anxiety, and intercultural communication effectiveness among international students studying in Russian Universities.

Based on the positive role of the interpersonal mindfulness in the communication in previous research, the following hypotheses were proposed in this study.

Hypothesis 1: Interpersonal mindfulness has a positive relationship with intercultural communication effectiveness and a negative relationship with intergroup anxiety.

Hypothesis 2: Intergroup anxiety mediates the positive relationship between interpersonal mindfulness and intercultural communication effectiveness.




METHODS


Sample

Participants were 337 (Mage = 22.93, SD = 3.11) international students (41.5% of females) from Russian universities. Based on the primary nationality the participants identified with, the demographic breakdown was as follows: Azerbaijan (1.7%), Ecuador (2.6%), China (13.6%), Mongolia (5.0%), Tajikistan (2.3%), Turkmenistan (39.0%), Uzbekistan (3.5%), and others – Afghanistan, Sudan, Syria, Vietnam, etc. (32.3%). Most respondents stay in Russia for 2–5 years (45.0%) or 1–2 years (36.2%), only 11.2% of them live in Russia for more than 5 years, and 7.6% – for less than 1 year. All of them were studying in the Russian language. Data were collected in Russian via an online survey service AnketologBox.



Measurements

Interpersonal mindfulness was measured by The Interpersonal Mindfulness Scale (IMS; Pratscher et al., 2019). It assessed four aspects of mindfulness: attention to the present moment, awareness of self and others, non-judgmental acceptance, and non-reactivity in interpersonal interactions. The validation study that used Rasch analysis to investigate psychometric properties of the IMS was conducted by O.N. Medvedev et al. (2020) and found that the scale demonstrated robust reliability and internal validity. Research controlling for mindfulness as a trait, found that interpersonal mindfulness is associated with the interpersonal outcome of friendship quality (Pratscher et al., 2018). This Scale includes 27 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = almost always to 5 = almost never). Examples of the items are: “When I am with other people, I am aware of my moods and emotions” and “In tense moments with another person, I am aware of my feelings but do not get taken over by them.” Validity and reliability of the Russian version of The Interpersonal Mindfulness scale were tested by the Confirmatory factor Analysis. The one-factor model yielded good fit indices: χ2/df = 1.543; RMSEA = 0.040; TLI = 0.934; CFI = 0.995; SRMR = 0.044 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

Intergroup anxiety was measured using ten items adapted from Stephan and Stephan (1985) and used Gudykunst and Nishida (2001). The items took the general form: “I felt ____ during my interaction with Russians”. The adjectives used were anxious, irritated, worried, etc. The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Intercultural communication effectiveness was measured using the eight items adapted from Gudykunst’s Perceived Effectiveness of Communication measure (Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001) and the General Self-Efficacy Scale (Scholz et al., 2002). Examples of the items are: “I felt competent when I communicated with Russians” and “I can solve most problems in communication with Russians.” The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Russian versions of The Intergroup Anxiety and The Intercultural Communication Effectiveness scales have been tested in previous studies in Russia and found to have adequate validity and reliability (Gritsenko et al., 2021; Khukhlaev and Bratkina, 2021).



Data Analysis

Descriptive analysis and correlations were conducted using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 26.0., and mediation analyses were conducted using the PROCESS v. 3.3 macro for SPSS. We only included those respondents with no missing data on any of the variables. Following data imputation, we screened for univariate outliers based on the standard deviation (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013) and multivariate outliers based on the MCD (Leys et al., 2018), and there were no outliers. No problems concerning the normality of the residuals, linearity, and homogeneity of variance between predictors and dependent variables were detected. All data were standardized following the recommendations of Hayes (2018).

We also added control variables such as gender, age, and length of stay in Russia because all of them potentially influence the research outcomes. Gender differences could influence the acculturation process (Güngör and Bornstein, 2009, 2013), intercultural competence (Solhaug and Kristensen, 2020), and intercultural adjustments of the international students (Tompkins et al., 2017). Likewise, age plays a great role in immigrants outcomes (Yeh, 2003; Morawa et al., 2020; Ma and Xia, 2021), and length of stay abroad is an important factor affecting international students’ communication skills (de Araujo, 2011; Jenny, 2013; Thomas, 2018).

To test the hypothesis from the PROCESS macro v3.4 (Hayes, 2018) model 4 was utilized (X = predictor; Y = outcome; M = mediators) with Õ as interpersonal mindfulness, Y as intercultural communication effectiveness, and M as intergroup anxiety.




RESULTS

Descriptive statistics, including the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations are presented in Table 1. Inspection of the means shows that, on average, participants reported an above-average level of intergroup anxiety and high level of interpersonal mindfulness and intercultural communication effectiveness. As expected, interpersonal mindfulness was positively associated with intercultural communication effectiveness and negatively with intergroup anxiety.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations between scales.
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To examine the plausibility of the hypotheses, based on recommendations from Hayes (2018), regression-based mediation analyses were conducted. Analyses on the full sample first revealed a significant total effect between the predictor (interpersonal mindfulness) and the outcome (intercultural communication effectiveness); B = 0.60, SE = 0.07, p < 0.000. Results then revealed that interpersonal mindfulness predicted intergroup anxiety; B = −0.64, SE = 0.07, p < 0.000; and that intergroup anxiety subsequently predicted intercultural communication effectiveness; B = –0.56, SE = 0.05, p ≤ 0.000.

To examine the significance of the indirect effect, we calculated bias corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI) of the indirect effects using 10,000 bootstrapped resamples. As “0” was not contained within the confidence intervals, the indirect effect of interpersonal mindfulness was significant; 95% CI (0.26, 0.47). The direct effect of interpersonal mindfulness on intercultural communication effectiveness was also significant; B = 0.24, SE = 0.07, p ≤ 0.000.

Moreover, though not the focus of the research hypotheses, there were three control variables in the mediation model: age, gender, and length of stay in Russia (Table 2). Only age was the negatively significant predictor of intergroup anxiety (B = −0.02, SE = 0.01, p ≤ 0.05).


TABLE 2. Path coefficients for relation proposed in hypotheses.
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DISCUSSION

The current study examined the interrelationship between interpersonal mindfulness, intergroup anxiety, and intercultural communication effectiveness. Consistent with the first hypothesis, interpersonal mindfulness was significantly, negatively associated with intergroup anxiety. Also, the second hypothesis was supported, such that intergroup anxiety mediates the effect of interpersonal mindfulness on intercultural communication effectiveness.

A possible reason for this result may be that international students who pay more attention to the present moment while communicating with Russians, have lower anticipation of the negative results of the communication; therefore, they feel less anxiety in intercultural interactions. Research has documented that mindfulness may interrupt the cycle of avoidance and de-motivation based on the anticipatory fear of negative evaluation apprehension (Carlton et al., 2020).

Another aspect of the interpersonal mindfulness is awareness of self and others during interpersonal interactions (Pratscher et al., 2019). In intercultural communication it means that international students with high level of the interpersonal mindfulness demonstrate higher levels of the intercultural sensitivity. According to one of the most popular intercultural competence model, the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett, 2017), intercultural sensitivity is “the ability to discriminate and experience relevant cultural differences.” Hammer et al. (2003, p. 422) explain it as “the ability to think and act in interculturally appropriate ways.” Previous research marked that intercultural sensitivity is negatively correlated with intergroup threat (Lupano Peruginni and Castro Solano, 2015). International students who are mindful, are more attentive and have better observational skills, particularly observing things appropriate for adaptation in a new culture. It decreases the uncertainty of the intercultural communication which in turn decreases the level of anxiety (Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001).

Other aspects of interpersonal mindfulness are non-reactivity and non-judgmental acceptance during conversations (Pratscher et al., 2019). These components are interrelated and refer to both meta-cognition awareness and affective attunement facets of mindfulness, proposed by Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2015). Mindful people can monitor and modify reactive cognitive schemata to understand the new cultural environment through awareness of the context, plan the implications of their own behavior, and adjust habituated mental patterns to new mental maps and novel cultural scripts (Thomas, 2006). In this approach the concept of mindfulness is understood as the metacognitive strategy that links meta-thinking, knowledge, and behavioral flexibility, and is considered as a key component of Cultural Intelligence (CQ). Moreover, CQ is negatively correlated with intergroup anxiety (Presbitero and Attar, 2018) and CQ level among managers in multinational companies was negatively associated with the level of anxiety experienced in cross-cultural interactions (Bücker et al., 2014).

People can use mindful attunement process to create a more differentiated and complex view of the dissimilar, stereotyped group (Ting-Toomey and Dorjee, 2015). In a previous research, acceptance was negatively associated with state interracial intergroup anxiety (Oyler et al., 2021).

In sum, all factors of interpersonal mindfulness have well-described and evidence-based mechanisms for decreasing anxiety in intercultural communication. Therefore, mediation mechanism of the impact of interpersonal mindfulness on intercultural communication effectiveness through intergroup anxiety is acknowledged for international students.

In addition to indirect effect, we also found a direct effect of interpersonal mindfulness on intercultural communication effectiveness; indicating other causal mechanisms of this relation. Plausible causal paths of this effect may lead to different aspects explained in the mindfulness-intergroup bias research such as stress-reduction (Kang et al., 2014), promoting empathy (Hunsinger et al., 2014), and cognitive flexibility (Lillis and Hayes, 2007).


Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Directions

In summary, the present study offers evidence in support of interpersonal mindfulness as antecedent to intercultural communication effectiveness among international students.

This study extends the literature on interpersonal mindfulness research using data obtained on a sample of international students studying at Russian universities. The results of this study suggests that the inclusion of both interpersonal mindfulness-based interventions and intergroup anxiety reduction trainings, in psychological support programs for international students will lead to increased effectiveness in intercultural communication. This, in turn, can lead to better intercultural adaptation of students from different countries in the multicultural educational space of international universities.

Despite presenting significant results, this study has some limitations. First, the study examined and measured only interpersonal mindfulness and did not control for the level of mindfulness as a general trait. Second, the sample is not balanced in terms of composition by nationality of international students; it includes an unequal number of students from different countries, including from the republics of the former Soviet Union. Additionally, students in this study had different levels of Russian language proficiency; this can affect their effectiveness in intercultural communication. Finally, the use of a self-reported technique for analysis of the intercultural communication effectiveness may have led to subjectivity in responses.

Summing up all the findings and limitations of this research, we have determined the following future directions: (1) expansion of the sample and dividing it into subsamples of international students from different countries; (2) using additional techniques for assessment of variables such as expert assessment for intercultural communication effectiveness and adapted scales in native languages of students; (3) development and addition of programs for psychological and pedagogical support toward intercultural adjustment process for international students in Russian universities based on the research findings.
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