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Take-Aways
	The Visuddhimagga, is the blueprint for “insight meditation,” also known as “mindfulness.”
	Richie Davidson introduced the concept of neuroplasticity in 1992 to posit that experience can affect the brain and behavior. Nature and nurture interact.
	Measuring brain activity is the most trustworthy way to assess meditation’s true versus perceived effects.
	MBSR is perhaps the most practiced mindfulness method. Its main benefit is reducing and managing stress.
	Westerners lack self-compassion. A loving-kindness practice lessens constant self-criticism.
	Mindfulness training combats habituation, thus making the world intriguing and novel again.
	Consciousness aggregates sensations into something experienced as “my pain.” The mind constructs this narrative, and meditation can deconstruct it.
	Meditators display physiological differences, including more cortical thickness in the brain areas utilized for attention and body awareness.
	Tibetan yogi Mingyur Rinpoche revealed immense neurological activity during meditation.
	Beginners get some benefits, but only long-term meditators develop “altered traits.”


Recommendation
The Dalai Lama challenged authors Daniel Goleman and Richard Davidson to examine yogis scientifically, and to report to a broad audience, if these traditionally spiritual methods might help others. The two friends undertook a decades-long personal and scientific quest in the growing field of contemplative neuroscience. Their findings will intrigue science buffs and the meditation-curious alike.

Summary
The Visuddhimagga, is the blueprint for “insight meditation,” also known as “mindfulness.”
A fifth-century Buddhist text, the Visuddhimagga lays out the progression of meditative states through to “nirvana.” In the normal waking state, thoughts rush about and you react to them; this is the “monkey mind.” By focusing on the breath, the practitioner focuses the mind. Concentration gets stronger and one’s attention “rests in the stillness of a lake.” This leads to positive sensations of joy and calm. Concentration deepens and the meditator feels bliss.
“Meditation’ is not a single activity but a wide range of practices, all acting in their own particular ways in the mind and brain.”

The Buddha said this path alone would not liberate the mind. He followed the “path of insight.” Instead of focusing on one point, the meditator remains open and observant, “mindful” of what comes up, but doesn’t react. Eventually the practitioner sees past the torrents of thoughts into the nature of mind itself. The Vissuddhimagga describes a lasting transformation of being, where compassion, kindness and joy replace negative traits like anger, selfishness, and greed. But like drug-induced highs, meditation highs also fade. The “deep path” in meditation practice transforms who people are. The “wide path” is more accessible to Westerners, but less permanently transforming. Psychologists Dan Goleman and Richie Davidson, long-time meditators, set out to study meditation benefits.
Richie Davidson introduced the concept of neuroplasticity  in 1992 to posit that experience can affect the brain and behavior. Nature and nurture interact.
In cases of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), trauma overwhelms a person and “resets” the body’s fear response, which originates in the brain’s amygdala, “to a hair trigger,” leading to insomnia, flashbacks and anxiety. By contrast, a secure child raised by loving, engaged parents becomes an adult able to calm down effectively after being upset. Neuroplasticity provides the scientific understanding for how repeated practice leads to “altered traits.”
“Much of the stress relief improvements beginners credit to meditation do not seem to be that unique.”

Modern psychologists like Carol Ryff model well-being based on six characteristics: nonjudgmental “self-acceptance;” progressive “personal growth;” “autonomy” – meaning social independence; “mastery” or competency; “satisfying relationships;” and a “life purpose” that adds meaning. All these taken together create “eudaimonia,” “the realization of your unique potential.”
Measuring brain activity is the most trustworthy way to assess meditation’s true versus perceived effects.
Using an electroencephalogram (EEG) became a routine way to study meditation. The brain makes small electrical changes, “event-related potentials” (ERP), when you shift attention. Meditation practice includes a variety of disciplines, and they lead to different measurable results. Historically, labs did not distinguish between these disciplines and so muddled early results. For instance, a focus on the breath is relaxing, while a focus on loving-kindness elevates mood but is not calming. Generally, what you practice improves. If you practice concentration, your concentration will improve.
“Teaching loving-kindness to people particularly prone to self-criticism both lessened those harsh thoughts and increased their self-compassion.”

To combat conscious and unconscious bias, Richie’s lab employs meditation skeptics and publishes studies where they didn’t get the expected results. He also developed an “active control” protocol to help eliminate enthusiasm bias. In this group, called the Health Enhancement Program (HEP), subjects receive instruction in music therapy and stretching or similar protocols. Another control group gets instruction in “mindfulness-based stress reduction” (“MBSR”). This care and scrutiny were prerequisites for analyzing the thousands of studies now available about meditation and reported by the authors.
“The ultimate source of peace, he said, is in the mind – which, far more than our circumstances, determines our happiness.”

Mindfulness is part of several practices. In “one-pointed focus” practices, for instance, concentrating on a mantra, the “mindful moment” comes when you notice your mind wandering and you bring your attention back to the mantra. For MBSR founder Jon Kabat-Zinn, mindfulness is about inclusive awareness of the present moment without judgment or reaction.
MBSR is perhaps the most practiced mindfulness method. Its main benefit is reducing and managing stress.
Humans worry about the future and ruminate about the past which triggers a stress response. If stress continues for too long, people get sick.
“If multitasking results in flabby attention, a concentration workout like counting breaths offers a way to tone up, at least in the short term.”

Kabat-Zinn developed MBSR based on his own vipassana practice, which extends focus to all bodily sensations and eventually to all experiences, while the practitioner sits immobile. This is excruciating at first, but after a while, pain disappears into “pure sensation.” He realized the method could relieve patients in chronic pain. “Mindfulness” reduces activity in the brain’s amygdala, and strengthens the neural pathways that support lowered general reactivity to stressful situations. The more hours of meditation subjects had under their belt, the better their ability to recover from stress. MBSR is a safer alternative to pain-relieving medicines. It’s proven to help seniors with debilitating arthritis reduce their pain and thus increase mobility. The method doesn’t remove the source of pain but changes the relationship people have with their own pain.
Westerners lack self-compassion. A loving-kindness practice lessens constant self-criticism.
“Loving-kindness” is selfless generosity and compassion; wishing others well. The best-known loving-kindness meditation starts with self-compassionate phrases like “may I be safe,” “may my life unfold with ease,” then extends these statements to include those whom you love, people you feel neutral about, and then those whom you dislike or whom may have caused you harm. Traditionally, loving-kindness techniques eventually widen the “circle of caring” to everyone. Tests showed a decrease in unconscious racism following a six-week loving-kindness program.
“We live in a world our minds build rather than actually perceiving the endless details of what is happening.”

Compassionate action begins by noticing what’s happening around you and accepting what you see. The empathy circuit alerts you to suffering and potential danger. The compassion circuit is a different pathway which activates warm feelings of love and caring. Even short-term training in compassion strengthens these circuits. Along with compassion, this circuitry builds your capacity for happiness and joy.
Mindfulness training combats habituation, thus making the world intriguing and novel again.
The brain attends to something in the environment briefly to register whether it’s a threat, and if it’s not, then tends to ignore it. Habituation conserves brain energy and helps you better manage life, but by making things familiar, maybe even loved ones, life can become dull. The part of the brain responsible for habituation is the reticular activating system (RAS) in the brainstem. Another part of the brain inhibits the RAS when a stimulus is repetitive. This is the same part that alerts the RAS when there might be danger. In moments of anxiety or anger, the amygdala takes over prefrontal pathways, which “paralyzes executive function.” Attention-enhancing practices calm the amygdala. Vipassana training cultivates an “open-monitoring” of all experience, essentially amplifying mindfulness. Those who practice this type of meditation do better than nonmeditators when it comes to recovering their attention even as they age. Some older meditators outperform younger nonmeditators on this metric.
“Though the bill still must be paid, the lighter our ‘selfing,’ the less we anguish about that bill and the freer we feel.”

People in the digital era are constantly bombarded by distracting signals, information that demands attention, which leads to an attention deficit. Fans of digital tech pride themselves on their ability to “multitask” but this is a myth. In fact, the brain shifts attention to each new input, weakening the ability to focus. “Multitaskers” are more distractible than those who focus on one thing at a time. Just counting breaths for three minutes will improve your focus immediately afterwards.
Consciousness aggregates sensations into something experienced as “my pain.” The mind constructs this narrative, and meditation can deconstruct it.
Even at rest, doing “nothing,” the brain uses up 20% of the total body’s energy. Neuroscientist Marcus Raichle pinpointed the brain areas that make up this “default mode network” as the midline of the prefrontal cortex and the posterior cingulate cortex. These areas go quiet when the mind focuses on specific tasks. But when the mind wanders, the “default mode” kicks in, obsessing about feelings, relationships and worries. This mode puts each individual at the center of his or her own universe. The act of returning focus back to your breath or another target strengthens your ability to quiet this “monkey mind.”
“Mindfulness practice, it seems, lessens inflammation day to day, not just during meditation itself.”

When the “default mode” sweeps you into its drama you have choices: name it, refocus attention to your breath, or focus on being purely aware in the present moment. Beginners strengthen these abilities but more advanced practitioners dampen activity in the default mode. As happens in mastery of other arts, long-time meditators achieve an effortless detachment from the narrative of self.
Meditators display physiological differences, including more cortical thickness in the brain areas utilized for attention and body awareness.
Richie wanted to test whether meditation had “epigenetic impacts,” though funders scoffed. He tested long-term practitioners, a group with an average of 6,000 hours of meditation practice. After a full day of practice, the group had a noticeable effect on inflammatory genes, a “down-regulation.” It was the first time evidence showed the mind can influence the body. The presence of telomerase indicates healthier, longer-lived cells. A large study found higher levels of telomerase in meditators. However, studies cannot conclude the positive effects of meditation at the epigenetic level matter in a medically meaningful way.
“A mindfulness program designed for teens reduced overt depression and such subtle signs, even six months after it ended.”

A UCLA study found that meditation slows down naturally occurring brain atrophy. Unfortunately many variables weren’t strictly controlled for in the study including which type of meditation subjects practiced. Instructors often use promising data to make overreaching claims about the power of meditation that is just not backed by the science – yet. Psychological therapies that incorporate mindfulness found it lowered pain, depression and anxiety in patients comparable to improvements from medications, but without the side effects.
Tibetan yogi Mingyur Rinpoche revealed immense neurological activity during meditation.
An EEG measures electrical activity in the brain. An fMRI scan can pinpoint the areas of this activity. An fMRI showed Mingyur’s neural pathways for empathy up to 800% more active than when he was at rest. Richie has scanned Mingyur’s brain several times over the years. When compared to others his age, Mingyur’s scans have the youngest characteristics. At 41 he has a brain that looks more like a 33-year-old. These scans reflect deep changes in brain architecture – “altered traits.”
“Yogis like Mingyur seem to experience an ongoing state of open, rich awareness during their daily lives, not just when they meditate.”

Richie’s lab tested 21 yogis, all of whom spent at least three years on retreat, and who racked up between 12,000 to 62,000 hours of meditation practice. Each yogi, like Mingyur, was able to quickly enter a particular meditative state when requested, including compassion, open awareness and “unbreakable focus,” each state generating a distinct “neural signature.”
“When generating compassion, the brains of yogis become more connected to their bodies, particularly their hearts – indicating emotional resonance.”

One of the most astonishing results was that the tested yogis had high gamma amplitude, not only during meditation but also when at rest. A “gamma flare” occurs when you suddenly get the answer to a puzzle or have a sudden insight. These usually last “a fifth of a second” but the yogis demonstrated it the full minute their minds were at rest.
“And a daylong retreat by seasoned meditators benefited their immune response at the genetic level – a finding that startled the medical establishment.”

It was a unique finding: the gamma waves not only lasted minutes instead of moments, but they represented a “synchrony across widespread regions of the brain.” This surprising pattern continues even when yogis sleep, and reflects their continuous state of heightened awareness. Yogis practicing “open presence” showed no anticipatory fear when tested for pain response, but experienced the pain sensation more acutely when it happened. They recovered immediately after removal of the pain stimulus.
Beginners get some benefits, but only long-term meditators develop “altered traits.”
After just 30 hours of practice, beginners showed less reactivity in the brain’s amygdala. Even fewer hours shows neural connectivity increases in the pathways that support positive feelings and empathy, and these persist outside the meditative state. Practicing mindfulness for only eight minutes improves focus. Two weeks of consistent practice improved test scores on the GRE general test. At the cellular level, some markers of aging improve after 30 hours of meditation. Only daily practice will support these characteristics turning into enduring traits. At the highest levels of expertise, daily activities merge with meditative states. Evidence suggests the more salient training, though, is time spent in extended meditative retreat.
“The more these upgrades in the brain, mind, and being are pursued, the more they can change the world for the better.”

In trying to match meditation practices to types of relief, Jon Kabat-Zinn found the yoga element of MBSR most helped those with “cognitive anxiety.” Simply being mindful of worrying thoughts and letting them go also helps. A person with good focus but a lack of empathy might benefit from compassion practice. In the end, science has studied but a narrow sampling of meditative techniques.
Recognizing people’s biggest barrier to meditation is the feeling they don’t have time, Richie and his lab developed the Healthy Minds app to “piggyback” meditative instructions while you’re doing chores or commuting. Other programs are being developed to improve various functions, like focus, to help people deal with depression or anxiety, or to help kids learn kindness. Neurofeedback promises to give users a way to see what works to calm their mind.
The goals of traditional practices such as selflessness, acting ethically with poise and patience, correlate to brain changes seen in the lab. In the Tibetan tradition, human nature is good, and practitioners uncover these inherent traits. While Westernized aspects of these traditions help people, meditation is but one aspect of attaining the larger spiritual goal of alleviating suffering for all people, and it’s possible other variables, such as faith, guidance and a supportive community play a vital role in turning promising benefits into “altered traits.”

About the Authors
Daniel Goleman, PhD, is a psychologist and best-selling author of emotional intelligence books and Richard J. Davidson, PhD, is a Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry and founder of the Center for Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Did you like this summary?
Buy book or audiobook:
					http://getab.li/31624

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Altered
Traits

Science Reveals How
Meditation Changes Your
Mind, Brain, and Body

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHORS

Daniel Golemap, & Richard J. Davidson





OEBPS/logo.png
abstract

compressed knowledge





OEBPS/cover_small.jpg
Altered
Traits






