Power of meditation in response to stress:

new study

19 October 2010, By Kathi Baker

A study is under way at Emory University testing
the value of meditation in helping people cope with
stress. The Compassion and Attention Longitudinal
Meditation Study (CALM) will help scientists
determine how people's bodies, minds and hearts
respond to stress and which specific meditation
practices are better at turning down those
responses.

"While much attention has been paid to meditation
practices that emphasize calming the mind,
improving focused attention or developing
mindfulness, less is known about meditation
practices designed to specifically foster
compassion, and what specific problems can be
alleviated through this practice," says Charles
Raison, MD, associate professor in Emory's
Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral
Sciences, and principle investigator of the study.

Raison and principle contemplative investigator,
Geshe Lobsang Tenzin Negi, PhD, senior lecturer
in the Emory Department of Religion, collaborated
on an earlier study at Emory showing that college
students who regularly practiced compassion
meditation had a significant reduction in stress and

physical responses to stress.

The success of this initial study led the pair to
embark on an expanded protocol for adults.

The CALM study has three different components.

The main component, which is funded by a federal
grant, is called the "Mechanisms of Meditation."
This aspect of the study compares compassion
meditation with two other interventions -
mindfulness training and a series of health-related
lectures. Patrticipants are randomized into one of
the three interventions.

A second component involves the use of an
electronically activated recorder (called the "EAR")
that is worn by the participants before beginning
and after completion of the meditation
interventions.

The recorder will be used to evaluate the effect of
the study interventions on the participants' social
behavior by periodically recording bits and pieces
of ambient sounds from participants' daily lives.

The third component involves neuroimaging of the
participants to determine if compassion meditation
and mindfulness meditation have different effects
on brain architecture and change the function of
empathic pathways of the brain.

Negi, who is president and spiritual director of
Drepung Loseling Monastery, Inc., designed the
compassion meditation practices for both of the
studies.

"Compassion is a universal spiritual value," says
Negi. "Understanding how compassion contributes
to the wellness of society by bringing the physical
dimension to the neurological makes it more
holistic, complete.

"The more we know of the benefits of compassion,
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the more we'll be able to bring it into our lives. It has
real potential to contribute to the greater well-being
of society.”
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