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The benefits of meditation have received newfound 

evidence from neuroscience in the last five years, 

as researchers are finding real physiological 

changes due to a sort of formally practiced 

introspection.

Recently scientists from Massachusetts General 

Hospital had 16 participants take an eight-week 

mindfulness meditation program. This sort of 

meditation focuses on nonjudgmental awareness of sensations and feelings. Subjects practiced for 

about 30 minutes a day.

Brain images were taken of each subject before and after the training. Scientists found increases 

in gray-matter density in the hippocampus—an area responsible for learning and memory. And 

they saw decreased density in the amygdala—which is responsible for our anxiety and stress 

responses.

One area that did not change is the insula, which is associated with self-awareness. The 

researchers speculate that longer-term meditation might be necessary to affect that area.

All this reminds us of two things: 1) The brain is much more plastic than scientists thought even 

just a decade ago and 2) the way we feel—calm or anxious—can be correlated with real structural 

indicators in our brains.  

—Christie Nicholson
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Meditation Correlated with 
Structural Changes in the Brain
A study published this week finds that an eight-week meditation course 
leads to structural changes in the brain. Christie Nicholson reports
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1. Jetsun000 

04:42 AM 1/23/11

I wouldn't expect any change in self-awareness regions, ever. 

The concept of the self is just that - a concept. One among the 

string of others that come and go moment to moment. The 

notion of the self has no basis in reality. This is not to say it is 

to be dispensed with. This is a sort of Zen Koan.

Reply | Report Abuse | Link to this 

2. unturnedstone 

06:14 AM 1/23/11

I'm an English learner and I can't understand what "non-

judgmental awareness of sensations and feelings" is like. I 

can't even draw a vague picture of it. If you don't mind, please 

tell me what it is like.

Reply | Report Abuse | Link to this 

3. tshilson 

08:06 AM 1/23/11

There are several types of meditation, but here is what I think 

they are doing. Sit in a comfortable, quiet place. Pay attention 

to something -- it may be your breath (feel it go in and out 

your nose), it may be a mantra (some words, in your language 

or another -- it may not make sense to you), watch a candle 

flame, or a puzzle (koan). Thoughts will enter your mind. It 

may be problems, things you need to do, something that 

happened recently, anything, it doesn't matter. Notice it, do 

not force it out, do not react to it, but let it go and return to 

your meditation. Do not get upset that the thoughts are there. 

Do not chase them. They come, they go. Return to your 

meditation. 

Reply | Report Abuse | Link to this 

4. jtdwyer 

in reply to 

unturnedstone

12:13 PM 1/23/11

I've been learning English for 60 years now as my primary 

language and I don't know precisely what the author or any 

reader might interpret "non-judgmental awareness of 

sensations and feelings" to mean. 

 

Perhaps its imprecision, producing imaginative attempts at 

interpretation, is its sole intended purpose...

Reply | Report Abuse | Link to this 

5. allyndreth 

01:24 PM 1/23/11

tshilson has the right of it. If you need a blow by blow 

interpretation of "non-judgmental awareness of sensations & 

feelings" - here it is: 

 

Non-judgmental - this means that you should not evaluate any 

thought or feeling that you experience or notice in your 

meditation as either 'good' or 'bad'. Just notice it but do not 

evaluate or judge it. 

 

Awareness - you notice something - either a thought or 

emotion or physical sensation.  

 

So - a non-judgemental awareness of a thought would be 
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something like this: You are sitting in meditation 

watching/feeling your breath come in and out of your nose 

and this thought pops into your head: "I am really too busy to 

visit Mom in the hospital this week so I am not going to go see 

her." You are AWARE of the thought and then you might 

normally then immediately judge this thought to be selfish or 

bad, or to judge yourself for being selfish or bad. To be NON-

JUDGEMENTAL of that thought would be to simply 

acknowledge that thought - you are too busy to visit mom in 

the hospital this week - and DO NOT EVALUATE OR JUDGE 

IT as either good or bad - it is only a thought. You then let it go 

and return your attention to your breath. 

 

Likewise, any other thought, physical sensation (pain, 

pressure, heat, cold, or emotion, anger, happiness, sadness 

whatever you become aware of your thoughts, sounds, 

feelings, you just notice them, no judgement or evaluation of 

it, and return to paying attention to your breathing. 

 

Hope this helps....
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6. typicalwhiteguy 

02:28 PM 1/23/11

A difficulty with meditation is that implementing it does not 

experimentally change just one thing. Meditation is not a 

single behaviour but a combinatorial change in many 

behaviours. Which aspects of mindfulness-based techniques 

are crucial and which are not remain unknown as far as I'm 

aware. 

 

The benefits are also difficult to demonstrate experimentally, 

as very few studies on meditation use proper control subjects. 

(I admit that proper controls are difficult to design, but this is 

only because the practice is often treated as a single variable 

and not many). Given what was reported about this 

experiment, it seems as though controls where not used. When 

they are, significant changes in physiological stress responses 

are often not found. 

 

Long-term meditation may to lead to profound changes 

physiology, but I'm still skeptical of most studies done on the 

subject (a few years ago I tried to write a paper on the health 

benefits of meditation that turned into more of a critique than 

a recommendation!). Cheers
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7. all4kindness2all 

03:06 PM 1/23/11

As someone diagnosed with an anxiety disorder ... I find 

meditation impossible to manage without drifting off. 

 

I wonder if people like me would perceive a change in anxiety 

and whether the scan would match the reality of the person. 

 

Also, did the brain scan matched how people felt/tested 

initially and afterwards as well. 

 

Reply | Report Abuse | Link to this 

8. all4kindness2all 

03:23 PM 1/23/11

hmm ... I clicked on the link and watched and noticed it was 

about attention not anxiety. 

 

Surprisingly, I saw 8 and 5 (but I wasn't completely confident 

about the 5) and then went back and by looking to see if the 

numbers I saw were correct and found I saw them more easily 

and clearly. 
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Questions I had were did they know they were looking for 

numbers or not ahead of time? 

 

The fact that the 2nd pass was so much clearer to me makes 

the study potentially useless.
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9. all4kindness2all 

in reply to 

all4kindness2all

03:29 PM 1/23/11

PS Any possibility of a link to the research on-line?
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10. 

ralphskinner@hotmail.com 

03:54 PM 1/23/11

Non judgmental awareness. You sit quietly. A thought or 

emotion arises. You note it, you observe it, you welcome it. 

You do not follow it, nor to you become overwhelmed by it. 

Then You let it go. 

You realize that you are not your thoughts, not your emotions. 

There is no suppression of any thought or emotion. They are 

just your frontal cortex or amygdala working, perhaps an 

emotion is an inherited 

thing that once protected your ancestors. You observe them 

but do not judge them. They are neither right nor wrong, 

neither good nor bad. They just exist, like your breathing 

exists. Then they leave.
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