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Where are we? 



The problems 
•  Stress 

•  Associated health problems 
•  Poor focus 

•  Unfocused & unhappy (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010, Science) 









Stress and Illness 

Unhealthy  
behaviors 

Persistent stressors 
and negative 

emotions 

Chronic elevations in  
stress hormones 

Heart 
disease 

Immune 
suppression 

Autonomic effects 
(headaches, 

hypertension) 

Chronic  
inflammation 





What to do? 





A longer-term solution: 
Mindfulness 

•  Mindfulness means paying attention in a 
particular way: 
•  On purpose 
•  In the present moment 
•  Nonjudgmentally 

Jon Kabat-Zinn 





What color is a yield sign? 

 
We often use memory and conditioning, rather than 
presence and vision to see. 
 
Change the way you look at people, people change. 
Change the way you look at yourself, your self changes. 



Mindful life, Mindful workplace 
•  Can mindfulness offer a foundation 

for creating a culture of wellness?  
If so, how? 

•  What are benefits and what’s the 
evidence? 
•  Physical, Psychological, Performance 



The Science: Physical Health  

•  Immune system 
•  Cardiovascular system 
•  Pain  
•  Health behaviors 



Telomerase in immune cells 

Jacobs, T.L. et al. (2010) Intensive meditation training, immune cell telomerase activity, 
and psychological mediators.  Psychoneuroendocrinology.  



Response to flu vaccine 

● 8 wk MBSR training               greater rise in 
antibodies in response to the flu vaccine. 
–  Davidson et al., 2003 



Cardiovascular health 

•  Correlational studies  
•  Mindfulness assoc w positive CV markers (e.g., 

fasting glucose, BP) 
•  Intervention studies 

•  3 mo. of MBSR led to decreases in BP among 
healthy African-American adolescents 
(compared to life-skills training & health 
education controls) 

–  Gregoski et al., 2011 



Cardiovascular health 

•  Bethany Kok and colleagues  
•  Investigated the impact of Loving Kindness 

Meditation (LKM) training on vagal tone 
•  Higher vagal tone = better CV health 
•  Lower vagal tone = more inflammation; predicts MI 

Kok et al., 2013, How positive emotions build physical health 



Cardiovascular health 



Chronic pain 
“An outpatient program in 
behavioral medicine for chronic 
pain patients based on the 
practice of mindfulness 
meditation: theoretical 
considerations and preliminary 
results” 1982 

Jon Kabat-Zinn, PhD  

●  65% of Patients Pain Reduced >33% 
●  50% of Patients Pain Reduced >50% 
●  30% Reduction in Medical 

Symptoms 
●  76% of patients reported signif 

decrease in Mood Disturbance 



Chronic pain 



Health behaviors 

•  MT associated with improved health beh. 
•  Participants (n = 174 adults) underwent 8 wk 

MBSR training.  
•  Significant improvements in dietary 

behaviors and sleep quality.  
•  Fewer changes were seen in drinking 

and physical activity. 
 
 

Elena Salmoirago-Blotcher  et al., 2013  
 



Health behaviors 

•  5 h of  integrated body-mind training (IBMT) 
•  Even in those smokers without intention to quit, 

•  a 60% smoking reduction in smoking 
•  30% quitting  
•  a decrease in craving 

 
Participants showed increased activity in their ACC, 
medial PFC and inferior frontal gyrus/ventrolateral 
PFC – all associated with the self-control network 

 
 

Yi-Yuan Tang et al. (2013) Brief meditation training induces smoking 
reduction. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

Yi-Yuan Tang et al., 2013 



Self-compassion linked to  
health behaviors 

– SC promotes self-regulation (SR) of health behaviors 
●  Increases feelings of responsibility for actions 
● Reduces self-blame & other negative emotions that interfere 

w SR 
– Higher SC associated with 

● Exercising regularly 
● Staying on track when falling short of goals 
● Getting enough sleep 
● Managing stress better 
● Using more effective coping strategies for illness 

(Terry & Leary, 2011) 



The Science: Psychological Health 

Dozens of studies show that MT  
•  Improves &/or increases 

•  positive affect  
•  emotional regulation  
•  relationship quality 
•  compassion (towards others & self) 

•  Decreases  
•  anxiety 
•  negative affect 
•  rumination 
•  stress 

 



Mindfulness training… 

 

•  Reduces “wandering mind” (assoc w unhappiness)* 

*(Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010, Science) 



“I have had a great many 
troubles in my life… 

And most never happened.” 

Rumination 



• RCT trial w students who reported distress 
(n=83). Those in meditation group 
demonstrated significant pre–post (1 mo) 
decreases in distress, distractive, and 
ruminative thoughts/behaviors compared 
with the control group (Jain et al., 2007) 

• Fewer depressive symptoms and less 
rumination for novice meditators following 
10-day intensive (Chambers et al., 2008)  

Reducing rumination, 
reducing distress 



MBCT and Depression 



MT & compassion 

How does MT improve levels of compassion 
and self-compassion? 
 

                           

 



MT & compassion 
 

Differential pattern of functional brain plasticity after compassion 
and empathy training 

Olga Klimecki et al., (2014) Soc Cogn Affect Neurosci 9(6): 873-879. 

                           

 





          Self-compassion 



Self-compassion linked to well-being 

– Meta-analysis (k= 79 samples, N=16,416, r=.47)* 

– More 
● Life satisfaction, happiness, connectedness,                       

self-confidence, optimism, curiosity, gratitude 

– Less 
● Anxiety, depression, stress, rumination,       

perfectionism, shame, negative body image 

                           
 
                        *Zessin et al., 2015, Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being  

 



The Science: Performance Benefits 

–  Improved attention 
●  Attentional stability 

–  Reduced mind wandering 
–  MT leads to remaining vigilant longer 

●  Attentional control 
–  Able to direct attention amid competing demands 

●  Attentional efficiency 
–  Meditators spend fewer attentional resources processing distractions 

–  Greater job satisfaction 
–  Flexible cognition (e.g., creativity) 
–  More productivity 
–  Improved working memory 



The faculty of voluntarily 
bringing back a wandering 
attention over and over 
again is the very root of 
judgment, character, and 
will. 
… education which should 
improve this faculty would 
be the education par 
excellence. 

~ WJ, 1890 



MT and cognition 
Study of working memory and emotional 
experience in military personnel (during highly 
stressful pre-deployment period) 
  Working memory = the capacity to selectively 
maintain and manipulate goal-relevant information 
without getting distracted by irrelevant information 
over short intervals 

•  Recruited 2 military cohorts 
•  Provided 8 weeks of MT to 1 (n = 31) but not the 

other group (military control group, n =17). 



Jha et al., 2010, Emotion 
 



Integrative body-mind training 
IBMT 

IBMT leads to: 
•  better ability to resolve cognitive conflict caused 

by competing stimuli compared with those who 
received relaxation training.  

•  a relative increase in rACC activity, an area 
associated with monitoring and resolving 
cognitive conflict.  

•  reduced activation of the default network, which 
is thought to underlie self-generated thought 
during mind wandering. 



A mindful pause 



Implementation strategies 

 

•  Individual level 
•  Make it manageable 

•  There are 1440 minutes in a day 
•  1% of your day is just 14 minutes 
•  The eMindful “1% challenge” -- Commit 

1% of your day for the next 30 days to 
practicing mindfulness. 

•  Get support / instruction 
•  Highlight the immediate benefits  (e.g., 

focus, energy, stress reduction) 
 



Implementation at the 
organizational level 



       Aetna 
 

•  Free yoga and meditation classes 
•  Participants report, on average: 

•  a 28%  reduction in their stress levels 
•  HRV increased; cortisol decreased 

•  a 20% improvement in sleep quality 
•  a 19 % reduction in pain.  
•  a gain in productivity (62 min per wk) 
Aetna estimates these programs are worth 
$3,000 per employee per year.  
Effective and viable mind-body stress reduction in the workplace: A randomized controlled trial.  
Wolever et al. (2012) Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Vol 17(2). 



Implementation strategies 
Provide a 
framework 
for your 
clients and/or 
employees. 
 
Why would 
they want to 
start MT? 
 
Help them 
see the 
benefits 
connected to 
their “why” 
 

Good et al., 2016, 
Journal of Management 





Formal programs 

 A Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 
program consists of eight weekly classes and one all-
day class.  
•  31 hours of direct instruction.  
•  Participants should be willing to make a strong 

commitment to attend all classes and to practice 
daily home assignments for eight weeks.  

•  Available in many cities around the U.S. and the 
world (many through hospitals and research 
universities) 



Formal programs (examples*) 

 
 

*does not imply endorsement 



Consideration for adding MT to your 
wellness programs* 

•  Do employees have time during their 
workday for other wellness activities like 
using the on-site fitness center or attending 
wellness talks? 

•  Not everyone is comfortable with techniques 
used in mindfulness strategies 

*Drawn from vivecorp.com 



Consideration for adding MT to your 
wellness programs 

•  What resources will be provided to employees 
after any mindfulness trainings? 

•  For mindfulness to succeed: 
•  it must be integrated into a robust suite of 

wellness offerings 
•  employees should feel supported in the use of any 

wellness component they choose 
•  employees should understand how, where and 

why each component of the wellness program 
(including MT) can help them lead a healthier 
lifestyle. 



Thank you! 

Robert A. Swoap, Ph.D. 
Professor of Psychology 

Warren Wilson College, Asheville 
www.robertswoap.com 


