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Psychiatrists are pragmatic people. There’s compassion and empathy, yes, but there’s also extreme firmness – especially 
when it comes to biopsychosocial treatment protocols for patients with depression. 

So, you can imagine my surprise when my rather stern psychiatrist agreed to allow me to halve my long-term dose of daily 
medication for depression, provided I also commit to daily mindfulness meditation.

What?
Given the historical affiliation between depression and psychopharmacology, not to mention depression and psychotherapy, 
meditation was the last prescription I expected. I mean: is this a genuine, evidence-based intervention? 

Turns out, it is.
The same effect size as medication
A 2014 study featured in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) suggests that meditation could actually 
rival anti-depressant medication in easing the symptoms of depression, anxiety, and pain.

The research team, led by Johns Hopkins’ Dr Madhav Goyal, examined 47 randomised clinical trials, which assigned 3 515 
participants to practise either mindfulness or mantra meditation.

The effect size for meditation on depression, at 0.3, is ‘moderate’ at best. But consider this: the effect size of anti-
depressant medication (the go-to treatment protocol in many countries) is also 0.3. So the evidence in favour of using 
meditation to treat depression is pretty impressive.

It wasn’t enough for me, however. I like overwhelming consensus on issues like this.

What does meditation do to the brain?
According to researchers cited in Forbes (2014), mindfulness meditation enhances “attention regulation, body awareness, 
emotional regulation and changes in self-perspective,” all of which play a role in depression. 

Does it take years of practice to work? No. Participating in only eight weeks of meditation training can have measurable 
effects on how the brain functions, even when you’re not actively engaged in it. This was the 2012 conclusion of 
investigators at Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston University and other research centres.

How’s that possible? Well, on a biological level, neuro-imaging studies show that meditation is linked to reduced activity in 
the amygdala, the structure at the base of the brain that has a role in processing memory and emotion – and causing stress.
So what happens when you inhibit activity in a stress-producing region of the brain, while increasing activity in a 
happiness-producing region, like the left prefrontal cortex? The body releases serotonin, which is one of several critical 
neurotransmitters linked to depression.

The overarching hypothesis here is that meditation can result in enduring, beneficial changes in brain function, especially in 
the area of emotional processing.

What, specifically, is ‘mindfulness meditation’?
Mindfulness meditation is part of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy or MBCT, which blends Eastern meditation with 
Western cognitive therapy. 

Is there scientific evidence to support using mindfulness meditation 
to treat depression?
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Through meditation techniques, patients are encouraged to accept emerging negative thoughts and feelings without 
allowing these to alter their emotional state or send them spiralling into a vortex of despair. This is a form of Buddhist self-
awareness designed to place precise, objective attention on the present moment.
 
“A lot of people have this idea that meditation means sitting down and doing nothing,” says Dr Goyal. “But that’s not true. 
Meditation is an active training of the mind to increase awareness...” 

Mindfulness meditation involves paying attention to your internal processes (both thoughts and bodily sensations) in 
a curious but non-judgmental way. The idea is realising that thoughts come and go of their own accord, and that the 
conscious self is distinct from those thoughts. It’s the difference between not thinking about anything (which, for many, is 
impossible), and being aware of, but uninterested in, what you are thinking about. 

As a lifelong over-thinker, I like to compare this to sitting on the side of the road and watching cars go by. I don’t need to 
jump into the traffic; I can just watch the cars pass. I note any pop-up thoughts and, in my mind, flick them away. 
And what are the results over time?

A team of researchers carried out a 2016 study, published in JAMA Psychiatry, during which 70 adults with generalised 
anxiety disorder were randomly assigned to two groups. One group received mindfulness-based stress reduction, while the 
other, acting as the control, did not receive any sort of meditation training.

Now, there’s already a substantive body of meditation research to suggest that the practice is beneficial for mental health 
issues. But this was the first to include a control group and to cater for ‘expectancy bias’ (which is when participants expect 
meditation to work and therefore report that they feel better after the experiment). 

The researchers found that the depressed individuals who learned mindfulness techniques, including meditation, showed 
significantly lower levels of a specific stress biomarker in the body. This could suggest that meditation can help how you feel 
over time, while also leaving a measurable impression on your body on a cellular level. 

By extension, then, learning to meditate can dramatically reduce the chances of relapse into depression for those who have 
suffered repeated bouts.

A word on behaviours linked to depression
It’s important to mention that researchers have, to date, found no evidence to suggest that meditation can affect the health-
related behaviours affected by anxiety and depression, like substance abuse or insomnia.

Anecdotally, however, meditation is one of the ways I’ve dealt with my own insomnia – using meditation apps to put myself 
back to sleep literally hundreds of times – but there’s currently no conclusive science to back this up.

Could my psychiatrist be going crazy?
No. If we go by the science, it seems meditation does work as a treatment for depression – both short term and long term. 
And, if we go by my experience, developing a regular meditation practice is the best thing I’ve done for myself as an adult.
While I won’t be giving up on the balance of my medication just yet, there’s simply too much potential benefit (and, let’s be 
honest, no potential harm) in mindfulness meditation, not to try to do it daily.
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