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Meditation & Relaxation

Mounting scientific research validates the widespread
benefits of guided mindfulness meditation. Even small
amounts of meditation can help increase productivity,
lower stress, and improve memory.

Several studies reveal the benefits of meditation as a stress management
strategy.’ The effects extend to our physiological functions, with studies
indicating that regular meditation can help manage the symptoms of
chronic conditions such as high blood pressure and heart disease.

Other benefits of meditation include decreases in depression by lowering
ruminative thinking?, anxiety reduction?®, increased focus and sustained
attention®, and better memory®. In fact, meditation can literally change
the physical structure of the brain in ways that may boost concentration,
memory, and positive emotions.

A study by researchers at Massachusetts General Hospital showed that
regular meditation causes the brain's cerebral cortex to thicken, which is
responsible for higher mental functions such as concentration, learning,
and memory®. Another study revealed that meditation reduces the density
of brain tissue associated with anxiety and worrying’. The benefits of
meditation extend to physiological functions as well, such as beneficial
changes in blood pressure®, improved immune function®, and decreased
pain'®.
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So how long should you meditate? Many of the recent findings point at
meditation frequency rather than the duration of meditation sessions. If
you're starting out, the most important thing is finding a meditation time
length that feels achievable so you can stay motivated. Otherwise, it will be
harder to include meditation as part of a consistent routine.

Spending even a few minutes in meditation can lower stress and restore
your calm. Longer meditations may be discouraging to beginners and
impact adherence to a consistent practice'’. Even brief mindfulness
meditation sessions of a few minutes can produce demonstrable effects on
brain function'. Any amount of meditation is better than none at all.
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“A 2012 review of 36 trials found
that 25 of them reported better
outcomes for symptoms of
anxiety in the meditation groups
compared to control groups.”

-National Institutes of Health'3

“In a 2012 study, researchers
compared brain images from
50 adults who meditate and

50 adults who don’t meditate.
Results suggested that people
who practiced meditation for
many years have more folds in
the outer layer of the brain. This
process (called gyrification) may
increase the brain’s ability to
process information.”

-National Institutes of Health
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4 Tips For Mindful Meditation

1. Start small. Try meditating for 2-3 minutes
to start. Extend your meditation time as it gets
easier to stay focused on the present.

2. Become aware of when your mind drifts.
Identify your thoughts and try to re-frame your
attention on your breathing without judgment.

3. Experiment with a position in a chair or
on the floor that works best for you. Instead

of focusing only on the breath, you can also
try repeating a sound or thinking of a positive
word. The goal is to choose a calming focus to
direct your attention,

4. Don't be hard on yourself. It's easy to worry
about how you're doing and get frustrated

that you can’t quiet your mind instantly. If this
happens, just take a deep breath, recognize that
your mind wandered, and gently return your
attention to your breathing.
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Additional Relaxation Techniques

The “relaxation response” describes the physical and mental changes that
occur when the body is calm and relaxed. Think of it as the opposite of
the fight-or-flight response. There are many ways to initiate the relaxation
response.

1. Deep breathing: Attention to purposeful, slow, and deep breaths.

2. Mindful meditation: Non-judgmental awareness of the present moment;
“being in the moment”.

3. Repetitive physical exercise: Can be thought of as “meditation in
motion”; walking, jogging, and swimming can relax the mind and bodly.

4. Imagery: Using our imaginations to recreate a relaxing situation.

5. Progressive muscle relaxation: Systematically relaxing our muscles to
reduce tension.

6. Prayer or spiritual connection.

7. Start a positivity journal: Some of us tend to focus only on stressful
situations instead of positive events and achievements. A healthy way to
cope with stress is to acknowledge things in the day that went well and
why.
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De-stress
positive coping
strategies

DO THINGS YOU
ENJOY. Enjoyable
activities can reduce
stress.

SPEND TIME WITH
OTHERS. Friends

& family can
provide support

& friendship
through challenging
times.

SLOW

DOWN.

Don't do too much
and try to be realistic
about what can be
accomplished.

EAT
HEALTHY
FOODS.

EXERCISE.
Exercise can
elevate our mood
and release
endorphins.

SLEEP.

A sleep routine of
7-8 hours per day
can help prevent
irritability, lack

of concentration,
and fatigue.

TRY TO LAUGH.
Laughter releases
feel-good hormones
like serotonin.

REDUCE NEGATIVE
THINKING.

Focusing on good
things that happen can
improve our mood.
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