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Healthy Mind, Healthy Body
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Many people still hold the outdated view that meditation simply 
serves a vague aim to foster relaxation. However, there are a growing 
number of clinical trials showing that meditation has profoundly 
positive effects on our health.

A study funded by the U.S. National Institute of Health discovered 
a massive reduction in mortality. The 202 older men and women had 
average baseline blood pressures that indicated they were pre-hy-
pertensive (or in the stage I hypertension range). At follow-up, vital 
status and cause of death were determined.

When comparing the meditators against the control group, med-
itators showed a twenty-three per cent decrease in mortality over the 
nineteen-year period that the groups were studied. When looking 
specifically at cardiovascular mortality, the decreased rate of mortal-
ity was even greater, at thirty per cent. The rate of mortality due to 
cancer in the meditation group compared with combined controls 
was nearly halved. Yep, a forty-nine percent reduction in the rate 
of mortality due to cancer (so huge we thought it worth repeating).

To put this in perspective, an effect of this magnitude is equiv-
alent to discovering an entirely new class of drugs. With the added 
bonus, of course, that there are none of the harmful side effects that 
often come with drug therapies.

But quantity isn’t everything. Living longer is one aspiration that 
many people have, and an active meditation practice can help you 
achieve this. However, the research also shows us that meditation 
helps us to have greater quality of life. People who practise medita-
tion are fitter, experience less anxiety and stress, perform better and 
have more meaningful relationships across their lifespan. Taking 
these things together, the value of our life is not only measured in 
quantity of life years, but the quality of those years as well.
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Mind-body connection

The mind and the body are interconnected. What affects one, affects 
the other. The relationships are bidirectional. We can work with the 
body to influence the mind. Likewise, we can work with the mind 
to influence the body. As such, physiology and psychology are 
intertwined. This presents us with an incredible opportunity to work 
through multiple channels to maintain and improve our health.

Another principle that was slow to popularise relates to the 
view that health is more than the absence of illness. Even though 
the World Health Organisation has defined health as: “A state of 
dynamic harmony between the body, mind and spirit of a person 
and the social and cultural influences which make up his or her envi-
ronment” and elsewhere: “A state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”

This is because, for a long time the core focus for health was 
on figuring out how to fix illness. Researchers investigated and 
learned about the dysfunctions and diseases of our body and mind 
and how the way we are living — personally, professionally and 
socially — affects us. Whilst acknowledging the incredible progress 
that has been made, the illness model is nevertheless an incomplete 
picture of health. Health is more than the absence of illness — it is 
the presence of healthiness. It is the cultivation of wellness. Being 
healthy means that we are functioning well in body and mind.

The overwhelming evidence for exercise being not only good 
for the body, but also good for the mind highlights the relationship. 
The trend in meditation has been growing across the globe. We are 
seeing stillness focused meditation practices gaining popularity. We 
are also very familiar with movement forms of meditation that have 
gained significant popularity such as yoga. The scientific community 
is part of this trend. Research has been booming because meditation 
has been consistently proven to be of a positive and significant bene-
fit to cultivating and sustaining health, happiness, performance and 
relationships.
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Just as the regular application of sunscreen protects against skin 
disease and premature aging, regularly applied meditation acts like 
a health preserver against a broad range of potential physiological, 
psychological and physical challenges. Maintaining health to extend 
healthy living sounds like a great proposition, doesn’t it?

Structure of the section

Stress
Stress is a common and natural response to situations we experience 
in our life. Without it, we wouldn’t be here. Many people, however, 
have an unhealthy and unhelpful relationship with stress. It’s true 
that our stress response is there to keep us safe, but we have evolved 
to trigger it repeatedly when there is no real stress around. This has 
significant implications for our health and longevity. We will con-
clude with an explanation of how meditation, through neuroplasti-
city, enables us to establish more healthy functioning in response to 
stress and to resolve and manage unhealthy relationships to stress.

Wellness
This chapter outlines how meditation promotes wellness in terms 
of our neurophysiology, psychology, and behaviour. We continue 
our exploration into neuroplasticity by discussing how meditation 
practice exercises our brain to build and maintain wellness. We will 
discuss how meditation helps us rest and relax to restore our mental, 
emotional and physical energy and to reduce the amount of unnec-
essary wear and tear we place on ourselves. We will explore how 
meditation helps us build a healthy lifestyle through rest, physical 
activity and nutrition.
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Illness
When it comes to preventing the likelihood of developing certain 
illnesses, meditation has a reputation of being an incredibly valu-
able protective strategy. Meditation also helps us to minimise the 
impact of illnesses we encounter, often alongside other therapeutic 
approaches. Meditation can also aid in the recovery from illness 
by reducing symptom severity and initiating a prompt and healthy 
immune system response. The aim of addressing illness is to return 
to our optimal state of health –that is, our mind and body returning 
to their natural state free from illness or injury.
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Stress

Stress is caused by being ‘here’ but wanting to be ‘there.’

Eckhart Tolle

Excessive stress has grown into a significant challenge to global 
health and wellbeing.

In the latest stress and wellbeing study conducted by the Austral-
ian Psychological Society, thirty five percent of Australians reported 
experiencing significant levels of distress in their lives. According 
to research conducted on Australians’ work-stress, Medibank esti-
mated that lost productivity due to stress was costing the Australian 
economy $14.81 billion each year.

The U.S. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
reports that stress-related ailments cost companies $200 billion per 
year. In the UK, work-induced stress is now the most common rea-
son for long-term sickness and absence and is costing an estimated 
£3.7 billion per year. Stress seems to have reached almost epidemic 
proportions.
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Let’s take a look at why we have a stress response, where it came 
from, and how we need to use and manage it to ensure our health is 
optimised.

Our stress response

“Is that a snake on the path in front, or is it a stick?”
As a cave dwelling human, we would act on instinct and reflexes 

for survival. Our hypervigilant mind would register “Snake!” before 
we’ve even had time to ponder the question. In the split-second our 
brain perceives the potential threat, our stress response triggers a 
reaction in our mind and body designed to increase our chances 
of survival. It’s commonly known as the ‘fight or flight’ response 
because we get prepared to fight for our lives or take flight to quickly 
get to safety.

Once the immediate stress and threat is gone, we return to nor-
mal — quickly and easily. If what we encountered was a stick, but we 
reacted to it as if it were a snake, once our short-term stress response 
to fight or flee subsided, we’d return to normal.

However, if the reverse was the case and the object was in fact a 
snake and we failed to react with a ‘fight or flight’ reaction, we’d be 
in trouble. In the event that they died from the encounter with the 
snake or another danger or predator, any ‘easy going’ genes that led 
them to their demise would be extinguished with them.

So, what’s actually going on when we have a sudden stress reac-
tion in the face of a potential threat? What happens when we trigger 
the fight or flight response? The short answer is — LOTS! It’s a whole 
mind-body reaction that kicks our nervous system into high gear. It 
changes how our brain and body work to give us what we need right 
that moment to increase our chance of survival. The attention centre 
in the brain lights up like a firework display on New Year’s Eve. It 
is like an explosion of energy that boosts the body into high alert. 
Our respiratory drive kicks in and we breathe faster. Our heart rate 
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increases and blood pressure spikes which opens up blood vessels 
to our muscles to get extra fuel in for fight or flight. Our body and 
mind go through a massive physiological, metabolic, immunological 
and, of course, psychological stress response that is designed to save 
our life. It enables us to be faster, stronger, and have greater endur-
ance and recovery in the face of a clearly perceived, present threat to 
our safety.

Our modern brains and bodies have been primed through evo-
lution to activate our stress response whenever potential threats are 
perceived. But our modern context is very different to that of our 
ancestors, and very different to animals in the wild. We have fewer 
and less frequent dangers that require the kind of ‘hair trigger’ stress 
responses our ancestors or wild animals rely on for survival.

But it’s not just the context that has changed — the ways our 
mind perceives stress has taken on new forms. Our stress response 
these days is triggered predominantly based on what is going on in 
our mind. The thoughts we have that may or may not be real, useful 
or relevant in our present situation can serve to trigger our stress 
response. For some this might mean getting anxious before an 
important presentation to a large audience. For someone else, a visit 
to the dentist and the sound of the drill might set them off. Or the 
thought of the needle prick in an upcoming blood test could trigger 
the stress response. Perhaps you trigger your stress response as you 
are rushing to finish a task to a tight deadline, or when you can’t find 
your keys or phone and you’re running late for an appointment.

In all these times and many more, there isn’t anything actually 
present in our environment that threatens our survival in that 
moment. There is no snake. There’s not even a stick, actually! These 
are just thoughts. Perceptions, speculations and memories. The 
result is that we are triggering the brain’s alarm system based on 
thinking instead of reality. Let’s remember that our survival instincts 
and stress response remain quite primitive. When they’re needed to 
address a clearly perceived present moment threat, we have cause 
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for celebration. But when they’re triggered because we are creating 
stress in our mind by ruminating on a past memory or being anxious 
about an imagined future, there are a number of significant by-prod-
ucts that become more and more harmful to our health. By-products 
that even contribute to premature mental and physical decline and 
death.

The science clearly highlights that frequent and prolonged activa-
tion of the stress response creates a wear and tear effect that is called 
allostatic load. High allostatic load has been found to contribute 
significantly to health decline, disease and premature death. When 
we recognise that our minds have transformed to trigger unhelpful 
stress which contributes to health issues including, but not limited to, 
depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, autism and Alzheimer’s disease, 
we must also recognise that improving how our mind works serves 
to improve our health outcomes.

Reducing stress and extending life

It turns out that our brain is a lot more flexible and malleable than 
we once believed. Over the lifespan, our brain changes constantly 
to re-organise and optimise itself. The key mechanism for chang-
ing how our brain functions is called neuroplasticity, and we can 
capitalise on it to address our stress conundrum and improve our 
health. Like our stress response, neuroplasticity is a great survival 
mechanism and has been key to our evolution. In essence, neuro-
plasticity works whenever we have a new experience or concentrate 
on something — for example how we are feeling or a goal we want 
to achieve. Neural firing is activated and our brain cells spring into 
action.

This leads to the production of proteins that enable new connec-
tions to be wired among the activated neurons. Just as training a 
muscle works to build and strengthen the muscle fibres, neuroplas-
ticity works to build and strengthen the networked structures in the 
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brain. Essentially, it means the brain itself is plastic and changing, 
based on what we experience, and what we give our attention to. This 
helps us to grow and improve our mental and physical functioning 
across our lifespan.

The last ten years have seen the evidence of neuroplasticity boom 
in a number of areas. Meditation research is an area in which the 
effects of neuroplasticity have been studied considerably, with super 
exciting results. Results showing the benefits continue to emerge 
from the level of our DNA and cells right through to how our brain 
and body function in our day-to-day lives.

Before we share a snapshot of the science, the take home message 
is that meditation has been proven to create changes to the structure 
and functioning of our cells, brain systems, and body in ways that 
help us more effectively handle stress, build and maintain our health, 
and improve our functioning and performance.

In the field of genetics, Elizabeth Blackburn and her co-research-
ers, Carol Greider and Jack Szostack, won the 2009 Nobel Prize for 
Physiology and Medicine for their discovery of telomeres in relation 
to ageing and chronic illness. Here’s the backstory and outline of 
these extraordinary findings — and how meditation is key to a long 
and healthy life.

The quest to prolong life has been the holy grail of countless fairy 
tales and fables. Granted, we’re not talking the full immortality of 
bedtime stories, but what if it was possible to influence our own 
lifespan? What if we’re already doing it? There are many ancient 
contemplative traditions that believe presence of mind promotes 
greater longevity. Research was needed to understand whether a 
tendency toward mind wandering was associated with biological 
measures of wellbeing and longevity. Through research, the length 
of our telomeres emerged as an indicator of biological aging that 
correlates with severe and chronic stress.

The length of our telomeres? What in the world are telomeres? 
How does their length have anything to do with our lifespan? Back 
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in 2000, Elissa Epel, a postdoc from UCSF’s psychiatry department 
was interested to look deeply into our cells in the hopes of being 
able to measure the wear and tear of stress and daily life. Collab-
orating researchers included Australian born Elizabeth Blackburn. 
Elizabeth’s long standing fascination with how life works started in 
her home town in Tasmania. As a child, her scientific fascination 
emerged first in observing. She then moved on to dissecting living 
systems molecule by molecule, and spent considerable time under-
standing human DNA in particular.

So what are telomeres? Telomeres are much like the protective 
caps on your shoelaces. Telomeres keep your genetic material intact 
by preventing chromosomes from unravelling and shortening in the 
same way the aglets keep your shoelaces from fraying and wearing 
out. Telomeres are built up while we’re in the womb until the end 
of the second trimester of pregnancy (around six months). Every 
time a cell divides, some of the telomere protecting the end of the 
chromosomes wears off. When the telomeres become too short, 
the cell dies and we age. However, there are things that switch the 
activity of telomerase on again and this helps maintain our telomere 
length — which on a genetic level means we slow the rate of aging. 
Unfortunately, chronic stress decreases our ability to repair these 
protective telomere ends. The result is that our cells die faster, and 
we age.

Back to the research. The team set out to investigate this link 
between stress and telomere length. They engaged in a number of 
studies and received wide acclaim for pioneering work on the mind-
body connection. Many studies focused on ways to protect telomeres 
from the effects of stress. In research trials, results suggested that 
exercise, eating healthily and social support all helped, but that one 
of the most effective interventions capable of slowing the erosion of 
telomeres — that has the potential to even regain length again — was 
meditation.
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Study after study is building upon the fantastic work of Epel and 
Blackburn. In an early and highly ambitious study by a research 
team including Epel and Blackburn, thirty volunteering participants 
took off to complete a three-month meditation course at the Shamb-
hala mountain retreat in northern Colorado. Though the amount of 
meditation in that period was extensive, and perhaps unrealistic for 
nearly all modern people to fit into their typical routine (around six 
hours per day), the value of meditation and extensive practice was 
clear. Following the course, the telomerase levels were thirty percent 
higher for the meditators than they were for a similar group on a 
waiting list. This was the first study to link meditation and positive 
psychological change with telomerase activity. Among other findings, 
the study by Epel and Blackburn and their team also highlighted 
increases in the meditators’ sense of self-control, mindfulness and 
purpose in life.

Beyond individual studies, recent research integrated four pio-
neering studies into one larger analysis. Scientists like to call these a 
meta-analysis. The studies chosen were all randomized control trials 
which you can think of as ‘top-notch’ research methods. The data on 
the combined sample of 190 participants provided information on 
the effect of meditation on telomerase (our fuel for shoelace protec-
tion). The effect was significant. Getting more specific and sciencey 
for the interested reader, the results showed that meditation has a 
significant impact on increasing the telomerase activity in periph-
eral blood mononuclear cells (medium meta-analytic effect size for 
the science readers: d = 0.46). In more specific and practical terms, 
meditation protects people from stress-induced aging and decline 
and helps people recover more effectively from stressful experiences. 
Elizabeth Blackburn has reported that these changes may allow us 
for the first time to be able to quantify the health impact of stress and 
estimate the resulting personal, social and economic costs.

Through neuroplasticity, the regular practice of meditation can 
produce protective effects on our neurons, slow genetic ageing 
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and enhance genetic repair. By reducing stressful thoughts and the 
arousal of physiological stress reactions and increasing positive 
states of mind and helpful hormones, meditation promotes the 
maintenance of our genetic material and can even lead to rebuilding 
what we have lost due to the stress and degeneration through our 
life so far. What’s more, the effects slow the rate of cognitive decline 
associated with normal aging and may even reduce the likelihood of 
degenerative disorders such as Alzheimer’s.

When we elevate our discussion of neuroplasticity from the level 
of genes and cells to the structure and functioning of our mind and 
body, meditation practice has been showing amazing results. With 
practice, we significantly decrease our stress reactivity and the fre-
quency and severity of the stress response in our mind and body. 
When we do this, through neuroplasticity, we actually shrink the 
fight or flight centre in our brain — the amygdala. Using brain scan 
technology, Harvard neuroscientist Britta Holzel and her team found 
that the amygdala — the brain’s fight or flight centre that initiates the 
stress response — shrinks after an eight-week course in mindfulness 
meditation.

That means that after just a few weeks practising meditation we 
will dampen down the activation of our stress response and reduce 
the wear and tear that compromises our health and longevity. The 
structure of our brain’s stress centre literally reduces in size, matter 
and density. In conjunction with these changes, the prefrontal cor-
tex of the brain — which is associated with higher order functions 
such as awareness, concentration and decision-making — becomes 
thicker and stronger. You’ll read more about these benefits in the 
performance section.

Meditation in the workplace

In applied settings, such as the workplace, research on the effects 
of meditation are proving amazing. A noteworthy study focused 
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on work-related exhaustion caused by prolonged work stress. The 
researchers sought to understand whether employee experiences 
were associated with accelerated biological aging which was meas-
ured in part by participant’s telomere length. Data from a sample of 
2911 Finnish people aged between thirty and sixty-four highlighted 
that individuals with severe exhaustion had significantly shorter 
telomeres than those who were not exhausted. The researchers 
concluded that “these data suggest that work-related exhaustion is 
related to the acceleration of the rate of biological aging.”

Related to this insight, research conducted by Harvard and 
Stanford scientists indicated that high work stress could reduce our 
lifespan by three years. Given the work domain is where most people 
spend a significant portion of their waking lives, it is clear that mas-
tering how we experience stress is incredibly important for living 
a longer and healthier life, and meditation provides one important 
practice that can help.

Mark Bertolini became the CEO of Aetna — a Fortune 100 
health insurance company in the U.S. with more than $30 billion 
in revenues and more than 20 million members. His fast-paced life 
had led to an accident, following which he adopted meditation and 
yoga — not only for recovery but for his ongoing performance and 
wellbeing. Given his belief in the practices and understanding of the 
science, he offered forms of meditation training and practice includ-
ing mindfulness, mantra and yoga to his employees.

With over 13,000 working professionals taking part, this is the 
kind of sample size that gets scientists excited. So, putting academic 
rigour to the meditation offered to his employees, Duke University 
brought the grunt of their Integrative Medicine Program to the table 
given their expertise in tracking the benefits of alternative treatments. 
Each person in a sample of 239 employees was assigned to either a 
twelve-week yoga training or a twelve-week mindfulness course. It 
was the wake of the global financial crisis at the time the twelve-week 
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courses got underway. This meant that layoffs at Aetna added to the 
already uncertain and stressful period workers were experiencing.

The results of the interventions were reported in the Journal 
of Occupational Health Psychology in 2012. Compared with the 
control group, all employees who stuck with their meditation prac-
tice — either mindfulness or yoga — reported significant reductions 
in perceived stress and sleep difficulties. They breathed easier — lit-
erally. In fact, breathing and heart rhythms improved to balance 
their nervous system. This indicated that meditators were lessening 
the negative effects associated with the wear and tear most people 
experience as a result of daily stress.

Aetna calculated the savings to the company and found that 
participants gained an average of sixty two minutes of productivity 
a week. This produced a yearly increase in productivity of $3,000 
per-employee. What’s more, the employees with stress levels in the 
top twenty percent were responsible for nearly $2,000 more in med-
ical costs for the preceding year than their less stressed colleagues. 
Aetna therefore believe their meditation interventions create signif-
icant medical savings as well. They conservatively estimate a $5,000 
average improvement per employee, depending on the employee’s 
starting point. It is conservative because the financial value expands 
when the positive impacts on turnover, rehiring and retraining costs, 
improved customer service and client-facing sales performance 
and similar benefits are added. It’s clear that meditation practice 
improves the way we experience and manage our stresses and that 
this has a significant impact on our personal and professional lives.


