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Meditation can alter brain structure and reduce

stress

Barbara Lantin The Ti”]eS i]”d
Kathy Sykes, a Bristol University professor, has long known that if she ThC‘ SU na a\/ Tl mes
does not find at least 30 minutes a day in her frantically overcrowded d g | t()l subsc r,ip, | on

schedule to lie down and listen to music, she is grumpier, more tired and
less able to concentrate.

What Professor Sykes, who holds the chair in the Public Engagement of
Science and Engineering at Bristol, did not realise until recently is that
she was, in effect, practising a fairly crude form of meditation. She also
didn't know that there was growing evidence to show that this ancient
practice can make people healthier and happier. It may even increase
life span, alter brain structure and change personality.

Ancient traditional therapies do not always stand up to close scientific

scrutiny. But when Professor Sykes put meditation under the o“
metaphorical microscope for the second series of Alternative Therapies: s, A% |
The Evidence, which she is presenting on BBC Two on Monday, she

was surprised to find that the saffron-robed monks of Kathmandu and THE SUNDAY TlM ES
the white-coated scientists of Harvard shared more common ground

than might have been expected. £I FOR YOUR FIRST 30 DAYS

“Several people have told me that meditation can affect your emotions,”
she says, “and one of the areas of the brain that scientists are finding

may be affected by meditation is involved in processing emotions, J OIN US
among other things. These are early days and we need more trials, but

this is potentially very exciting.”
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About ten million people meditate
every day in the West and, while there are many different techniques,
the purpose is always to focus the mind - sometimes through the use of
a mantra, a sound or the breath - and promote a state of calm.

Although Professor Sykes had always found her own ad hoc methods
useful, she noticed a change after her visit to Kathmandu for instruction
with Matthieu Ricard, a Buddhist monk who has been meditating for
more than 30 years. “It would be absurd to say that | have learnt to
meditate when people spend a lifetime doing that, but when | try to
meditate now it does have a more powerful effect,” she says.

“My dad died from cancer about two months before | made the
programme, but | had not cried about him for a while because | was just
so busy filming. Matthieu had suggested | try to focus on unconditional
love so, the next time | was trying to meditate, | thought about that and
inevitably about my love for my dad. Within milliseconds | was bawling
my eyes out. It was quite an intense experience and | found it comforting
in my grief.

“Not long ago, | was on a crowded train where there was standing-room
only going from Paddington to Bristol. | sat cross-legged on the floor to
meditate and felt like | was transported to a delightful place. It was
glorious to feel it was possible to ‘escape’ like that.”

As a scientist, Professor Sykes wanted to know what was happening to
her body to make her feel this way, so she checked into the famous
Massachusetts General Hospital, where Dr Herbert Benson, a Harvard
Medical School professor, put her through a barrage of tests.

After hooking her up to a range of monitors “like a lab rat”, doctors
measured her resting pulse, muscle tension, respiration and sweat.
They then subjected her to some humiliating mental arithmetic on
camera, during which her stress levels and all her readings soared.

But after a short period of meditation, her pulse and breathing dropped

below the resting rate. Dr Benson calls this the “relaxation response”
and believes it can help with a wide range of conditions, including heart
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