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Mindfulness Meditation

\ Two Page Ividence Based Practice Guide

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn at UMass Medical
School, has been studied in over 700 peer-reviewed publications. Meta-analyses
consistently find reductions in anxiety, depression, and perceived stress. A 2014 JAMA
Internal Medicine meta-analysis of 47 trials (Goyal et al.) found moderate evidence that
mindfulness meditation improves anxiety, depression, and pain. This guide consolidates the

minimum viable practice derived from that evidence base.

THE CORE PRACTICE

Beginners (Week 1-2)
5-10 minutes daily. Sit comfortably, close your eyes, and focus on the physical sensation of
breathing — the rise of the chest, the air at the nostrils. When the mind wanders, return
attention to breath without judgment. Wandering is not failure; returning is the practice.

Intermediate (Week 3-8)
15-20 minutes daily. Expand awareness from breath to body scan — systematically attend to
each body region from feet to crown. Note sensations (tension, warmth, numbness) without
trying to change them. This builds interoceptive awareness, linked to emotional regulation
in fMRI studies.

Sustained Practice (Week 7+)
20-45 minutes daily, 6 days per week — the dosage used in the original MBSR protocol and
most of the RCT evidence base. At this level, structural brain changes in prefrontal cortex
density and amygdala gray matter volume become detectable in neuroimaging studies (Holzel et
al., Neurolmage, 2011).

PRE-SESSION CHECKLIST

Set a timer — removing clock-watching frees attentional resources for the practice
itself.

Choose a consistent location and posture. Research on habit formation shows context

cues reduce initiation resistance.

Silence all notifications. Even the anticipation of an alert activates a low-level

vigilance response that degrades depth of practice.

Brief intention: one sentence on why you are practicing today. Studies on

implementation intentions show this improves follow-through.

Begin with 3 deliberate exhales to activate the parasympathetic nervous system before

formal practice.
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WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

Anxiety & Depression

Goyal et al. (JAMA Internal Medicine, 2014): 47-trial meta-analysis. Moderate evidence for
improvement in anxiety and depression. Effect sizes comparable to antidepressants for mild-
to-moderate symptoms without side-effect profiles.

Cortisol & Stress Reactivity
Turakitwanakan et al. (Journal of the Medical Association of Thailand, 2013): Mindfulness
meditation significantly reduced cortisol levels after 8 weeks. Effect maintained at 3-month
follow-up. Mechanism: reduced amygdala reactivity to stressors.

Chronic Pain

Zeidan et al. (Journal of Neuroscience, 2011): 4 days of mindfulness training reduced pain
intensity by 40% and unpleasantness by 57% in experimental pain paradigms. Effect operates
independently of endogenous opioid pathways.

Attention & Working Memory
Jha et al. (Cognitive, Affective, & Behavioral Neuroscience, 2007): 8 weeks of mindfulness
training improved orienting attention and working memory capacity. Effects were significant
even in high-stress military cohorts.

Brain Structure

Holzel et al. (Neurolmage, 2011): 8-week MBSR program produced measurable increases in gray
matter density in the hippocampus, posterior cingulate, and cerebellum, and decreases in
amygdala gray matter density — the latter correlated with reduced stress scores.

COMMON OBSTACLES

"My mind won' stop.’

This is not a flaw. The practice is noticing that the mind has wandered and returning — each
return is a repetition, like a bicep curl. A busy session with 50 returns is 50 repetitions
of the core skill.

‘I dont have time”
The clinical evidence base is built on 20-45 minute sessions, but studies on shorter
durations (10 minutes) show meaningful effects on attention and mood. Shorter consistent
practice outperforms longer sporadic practice.

Tlell asleep.”
Likely signals sleep debt or a posture that lacks alertness cues. Try practicing seated
rather than supine, with eyes slightly open (soft gaze downward), or at a time of day when
alertness is higher.

MINIMUM VIABLE DAILY PRACTICE
Same time each day (morning preferred — cortisol peak supports alertness without
suppressing depth).
10-20 minutes minimum to cross the threshold into measurable benefit in most studies.

Breath as anchor. Return without judgment when distracted.

Log the session: duration, quality (1-5), notable observations. Tracking increases
adherence.

Consistency over duration. 10 minutes daily for 60 days produces more structural

change than intensive retreats without follow-up practice.



