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What is Meditation?
Ancient practice that is integrated into nearly every world religion

Modern-day practices are derived from Buddhism

Three common forms:

Focused-attention meditation: aims to centre the mind in the present and to remain aware 

of distractions

Mindfulness meditation: aims to enable a state of being less emotionally reactive to 

minimise emotional distress

Compassion and loving kindness meditation: aims to foster empathy and altruism toward 

others



How meditation influences your brain
Focused-attention meditation:

Induces a sustained increase in activity of dorsolateral prefrontal cortex

Mindfulness meditation:

Decreases activity in insular cortex and amygdala

Compassion and loving kindness meditation:

Increases activation of secondary somatosensory and insular cortices

Induces structural changes in the orbitofrontal cortex, ventral striatum, anterior cingulate cortex



How meditation influences your brain



Can meditation influence psychological stress 
and well-being?

2014 Systematic Review and Meta-analysis (JAMA).

47 RCTs with 3515 participants >= 18 years

Trials ranged 3 weeks to 5.4 years

Aim to evaluate effect of meditation on negative affect, positive affect, mental HRQoL, attention 

and health-related behaviors affected by sleep



Inclusion/exclusion criteria



Results
Mindfulness meditation moderate evidence of improving:

Anxiety (ES, 0.38 at 8 weeks, 0.22 at 3-6 months)

Depression (ES, 0.30 at 8 weeks, 0.23 at 3-6 months)

Pain (ES, 0.33)

Mindfulness meditation outcomes on anxiety and depression comparable to outcomes of antidepressants in primary care population

Mindfulness meditation had low evidence of improving stress/distress and mental HRQoL

Mantra meditation programs did not improve any of the outcomes of interest

All meditation programs had low evidence on positive mood, attention, sleep, and weight.

Low evidence that any of the meditation programs were superior to exercise, progressive muscle relaxation, cognitive-behavioural group therapy for any of 

the outcomes of interest



Recommendations

Mindfulness meditation can be a comparable treatment option for mild-

moderate depression

Quality of trials examining mindfulness need to improve to be able to provide 

high-evidence recommendation for the use of meditation



Take Home Messages

Mindfulness meditation has small effect on reducing anxiety, depression, and 

pain

Mindfulness meditation has comparable effectiveness to antidepressants in 

mild-to-moderate depression

Meditation provides lasting positive anatomical changes within the brain of 

which long term effects is yet to be known

More high-quality research is needed to better understand this evolving area
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