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For both children and adults, practicing mindfulness can improve brain function and enhance the immune system. Wavebreakmedia via Getty Images
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Now that 2021 is here, many are looking for new ways to manage stress.
Although mindfulness and meditation are not new – there is evidence
suggesting that humans have been practicing meditation for more than 
5,000 years – many are turning to these techniques to improve overall
well-being. Mindfulness is a technique that involves paying attention to
what’s happening now in the present moment, in an accepting,
nonjudgmental manner. There are mindfulness apps for managing stress,
anxiety, chronic pain, weight loss, better sleep and quitting smoking.

Mindfulness and meditation are also a part of mind-body activities and
exercises such as martial arts, breathing exercises and yoga, and are
integrated into evidence-based clinical treatments for chronic pain, anxiety
and depression. And for good reason. Researchers have found that
practicing mindfulness and meditation can improve your immune system,
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lower blood pressure and even change brain structure and function.

Almost all of the research has been done in adults, but recent studies
suggest that mindfulness and meditation can also be beneficial for children
and teens. As a developmental neuroscientist, I have been interested in
studying how mindfulness affects the brain in children and teens because
the brain is still developing.

I believe that mindfulness and meditation may be especially beneficial for
children and teens because these skills may strengthen brain circuits that
control the ability to focus and concentrate and to regulate emotions, which
are maturing during this time. Establishing these habits early in life may
also set the stage for good habits later in life.

What is mindfulness?

Mindfulness is a mental capacity that differs among individuals, which
means that some people are more naturally mindful that others.
Mindfulness can also be strengthened through practice, and many types of
mindfulness training programs have sprouted in recent years. Techniques
that include mindfulness are often a part of established clinical treatments
for a variety of health problems, including depression, chronic pain and
addiction.

Some mindfulness practices have you simply notice your thoughts, feelings
and sensations, like focusing on your breath. You can try this now – your
attention might go to the tip of your nose or the sensation of your chest
rising and falling.

You are not being mindful when you are lost in thought or when your mind
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Meditation costs nothing and can be done almost anywhere. electravk via Getty Images
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is wandering. The tendency for your mind to wander, or to lose focus on the
present moment, appears to be a “default mode” of brain functioning and
can be beneficial. If used correctly, mind-wandering can spark creativity
and help you understand what others are thinking.

However, mind-wandering can go awry, and this can be bad for your
health. Some types of mind-wandering – like excessive worry, focus on
negative things or ruminating on the past – are linked to mental disorders,
including anxiety, depression and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.
One research study used a phone app to ping over 2,000 people throughout
the day and found that their mind was wandering almost half of the time
and also that people were less happy when their minds were wandering
than when they were not. So techniques that can help you stay focused on
the present moment, like mindfulness, may actually make you happier.

Mindfulness can also help reduce distraction. Kids, just like adults, can
become distracted. This can interfere with their ability to do schoolwork, to
manage relationships with friends or family, or to effectively regulate their
emotions. This is an even bigger problem in today’s fast-paced world with
distractions all around. It may be even harder to stay focused while
working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Efects of mindfulness on the developing brain

Research on the potential benefits of mindfulness and meditation has
exploded over the past several decades. In the 1970s there were only a
handful of studies each year, and now, on average, more than seven studies
are published every day.

Thanks in part to advances in brain imaging, neuroscientists have begun to
understand how mindfulness and meditation can affect the brain.

Mindfulness is gaining in popularity for kids and adults.
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My research team and I wanted to better understand mindfulness in kids.
We conducted a study to examine how mindfulness relates to brain
connectivity in children and adolescents by scanning the brains of 42 7- to
17-year-olds using functional magnetic resonance imaging. We also
measured their degree of “trait mindfulness,” which measures how
naturally mindful they are.

More mindful children are better able to act with awareness and to observe
and accept their internal experiences without judging them. We found that
more mindful youth reported lower anxiety levels, and that their brains
more frequently transitioned between different connectivity states
throughout the scan.

This means that the more mindful children in the study were more able to
flexibly shift in and out of different brain states throughout the course of
the scan. Also, the more flexible their brains were, the less anxiety they
reported. These brain states were associated with different patterns of
connectivity between brain networks involved in mind wandering,
attention and emotion processing.

More brain flexibility may help explain some of the positive reported
benefits of mindfulness training in children and adolescents. Research
shows that mindfulness is linked to lower stress and anxiety, and
improvements in self-control, attention, resilience and better academic
performance in youth. Mindfulness-based therapies have also shown to be 
effective for treating common childhood disorders like anxiety, which
affects around one in three, and ADHD, which affects about one in 10 
children and teens. We have recently shown that a martial arts-based
therapy that integrates mindfulness and meditation techniques can help
children with cancer and other chronic conditions cope with pain and
emotional distress.

Mindfulness goes to school

Many schools have adopted mindfulness programs as a way to help
students better recognize their thoughts and emotions and to better
understand how these thoughts and emotions influence their actions.
Schools that have implemented mindfulness programs frequently report
better cognitive performance, lower stress, improved classroom behavior, 
better social skills and even better math grades among their students.
Mindfulness may also help students cope with the negative effects of 
bullying. Mindfulness-based schools programs can improve student mental
health while improving overall academic performance.
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authors and editors. You can read us daily by subscribing to our 
newsletter.]

This new year, give mindfulness a shot – even if it’s just once. One study
found that a brief 30-minute introduction to mindfulness was able to lower
pain and negative emotions in a group of 17 people who had never tried
meditation before. There are also simple mindfulness exercises for adults
and kids of all ages that you can try at home.

Mindfulness programs
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