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The term meditation refers to many different practices from different spiritual traditions. In 
the Vajrayāna Buddhisti tradition, the word for meditation literally translates to ‘make a 
habit’. That is, different states of mind are being made habitual by undertaking these 
practices. Just as an athlete or pianist trains and perfects their skill, so do the meditators 
and yogis of Asia’s spiritual traditions spend thousands of hours undertaking a range of 
different meditative practices to hone their skills, modify the brain and train the mind to 
different modes of being. We, however, are not going to spend the next 30 years in silent 
meditation retreat. The good news is that just a few minutes a day can have documented 
effects on your brain, mind, health and wellbeing.  

The Science 

The majority of research into meditation over the last couple of decades focused on 
mindfulness practices, despite that being only one of hundreds of forms of meditation. 
More recent research has begun enquiring into other types of meditation, including loving 
kindness or compassion meditation, and deity yoga practices. Early research questions 
focused on proving that meditation does have effects, for example on changing the brain 
architecture, improving health, wellbeing, and other measurable physical and psycho-social 
factors. It is beyond the scope of this paper to document all these findings and there are 
very good review articles and books available for the interested reader.1,2  As results 
consistently demonstrated quantifiable changes, lately and possibly of greater interest for 
health professionals, research has begun to question not just if, but how these practices 
improve health. While still in the very early days, interesting findings in the field of 
psychoneuroimmunology, functional genomics and neurophysiology have begun to detail 
the mechanisms of action for how the mind and body are linked, how meditation affects the 
body, and how these ancient practices do indeed influence health outcomes.3 

The deleterious effects of chronic stress on the body, health and wellbeing are well 
documented. Early investigators theorised that the benefits of meditation arise mainly from 
the relaxation response that meditation encourages. Any activity that lowers stress and 
promotes positive emotional states would therefore counteract the harmful effects of stress 
and improve health. Other documented mechanisms include improved central regulation of 
autonomic, psychologic, neurologic, immunologic, cardiorespiratory, and gastrointestinal 
functions; reorganisation within cortical and subcortical structures; interconnectivity 
adjustments among central regulatory networks; neurotransmitter changes; improved 
emotion regulation by higher centers; re-patterning of primary interoceptive and higher 
order homeostatic mechanisms; enhanced cognitive function and better inter hemispheric 
balance; extensive up and down regulation of genes, and the modulation of epigenetic 
factors such as growth factors or hormones.4 

In addition, meditations effect on the vagal neural pathway and its regulation of 
inflammation is one of the proposed mechanisms that links psychosocial factors with 
disease. This pathway regulates inflammation and immune responses through a 
bidirectional connection between the nervous and immune systems, is associated with 

 
i Vajrayāna Buddhism is the tradition of Buddhist tantra most often found in Tibet, the Himalayas and 
East Asia. It practices utilise mantras, deity visualisations and other complex rituals which its 
subscribers believe provide a faster route to enlightenment. 
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