
 

Study shows mindfulness meditation app
works—but acceptance training component is
crucial
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For the millions of mindfulness meditation mobile app users, there is good news:
New research shows that they can reduce the body's response to biological stress.
Credit: Carnegie Mellon University
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For the millions of mindfulness meditation mobile app users, there is
good news: New research shows that they can reduce the body's response
to biological stress.

A Carnegie Mellon University-led study found that one component of
mindfulness interventions is particularly important for impacting stress
biology. Acceptance, or learning how to be open and accepting of the
way things are in each moment, is critical for the training's stress
reduction effects. Published in Psychoneuroendocrinology, the
researchers offer the first scientific evidence that a brief mindfulness
meditation mobile app that incorporates acceptance training reduces
cortisol and systolic blood pressure in response to stress.

"We have known that mindfulness training programs can buffer stress,
but we haven't figured out how they work," said David Creswell,
associate professor of psychology in CMU's Dietrich College of
Humanities and Social Sciences. "This study, led by Emily Lindsay in
my lab, provides initial evidence that the acceptance training component
is critical for driving the stress reduction benefits of mindfulness
training programs."

For the study, 144 stressed adults participated in one of three randomly
assigned smartphone-based interventions: training in monitoring the
present moment with acceptance, training in monitoring the present
moment only or active control training.

Each participant completed one 20-minute daily lesson for 14 days.
Then, they were placed in a stressful situation while their cortisol levels
and blood pressure were measured.

The results showed that the participants in the combined monitoring and
acceptance program had reduced cortisol and systolic blood pressure
reactivity. Their blood pressure responses were approximately 20
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percent lower than those in the two interventions that did not include
acceptance training. Their cortisol responses were also more than 50
percent lower.

"Not only were we able to show that acceptance is a critical part of
mindfulness training, but we've demonstrated for the first time that a
short, systematic smartphone mindfulness program helps to reduce the
impact of stress on the body," said Lindsay (DC'17), who received her
Ph.D. in psychology and is now a postdoctoral research fellow at the
University of Pittsburgh. "We all experience stress in our lives, but this
study shows that it's possible to learn skills that improve the way our
bodies respond to stress with as little as two weeks of dedicated practice.
Rather than fighting to get rid of unpleasant feelings, welcoming and
accepting these feelings during stressful moments is key."

An app developed by Shinzen Young and 01 Expert Systems was used
for the study.

  More information: Emily K. Lindsay et al, Acceptance lowers stress
reactivity: Dismantling mindfulness training in a randomized controlled
trial, Psychoneuroendocrinology (2017). DOI:
10.1016/j.psyneuen.2017.09.015
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