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Integrating real-world experience: 
No one-to-one mapping of practice and change

• Medita8on doesn’t “do” ____ [fill in your favorite amazing 
effect]

• Medita8on cannot do anything independently of the person 
who is prac8cing. The person does something, not 
medita8on.

• Each person responds to learning medita8on differently 
(group averages simplify the story)

• Every person is different in their
– goals for medita8on
– aLen8onal capaci8es and personali8es
– responses to medita8on prac8ces 
– responses to teachers/modali8es
– ways of con8nuing prac8ce
– ways of applying medita8ve quali8es to everyday lives
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Does compassion training 
increase altruistic Redistribution?
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Mind & Life 2012: “Effortful Compassion”
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Compassion meditation involves emotion regulation:
Altruism predicted by PFC-Nucleus Accumbens Connectivity

R Nucleus Accumbens
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Distribution

Weng et al., 2013
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Free meditation download
Try It and Share It!

http://centerhealthyminds.org/well-being-
tools/compassion-training/

CAN
COMPASSION
BE LEARNED?

Now you can experience the same training exercises 
used by research participants in a groundbreaking 
study on the ability to cultivate compassion. 

Download free audio training sessions at 
investigatinghealthyminds.org/compassion.html

Thousands of people from more than
60 countries worldwide have tried the
trainings so far.  

Join the growing movement to cultivate 
a deeper sense of compassion in our 
own hearts and minds.

 

InvestigatingHealthyMinds.org

INTRODUCING…
New research-based tools to
cultivate greater compassion

> 18,000 
downloads!



Summary and Discussion

• Compassion training increased altruistic 
redistribution, demonstrating that social behavior can 
be changed with just 2 weeks (7 hours) of daily 
mental training

• Greater redistribution after COM is associated with 
changes in the neural responses to human suffering 
in systems involved in 
– Understanding the suffering of others

– Executive control and emotion regulation
– Social reward and charitable giving

– Decreased distress/arousal (with greater visual attention)
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Paying a(en*on is related to happiness; 

mind wandering can be related to unhappiness 
(Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010)

• Text message assessment

– 250k data in 5000 ppl

– Ac*vity, mind wandering, 

feeling

• 47% of data indicated mind 
wandering (↑ MW = ↑bubble)

• People less happy when MW

• Medita*on helps recognize 
MW and re-focusing a(en*on

Mean happiness
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Individual: Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors

Different therapies
target different aspects
of the triad to alter loops

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy

Behavioral Activation TherapyEmotion-Focused Therapy

Mindfulness and Compassion
MeditaBon
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Participants
• Recruited from the Bay Area, CA
• Age: 25-65, no health conditions affecting breathing, no 

current mental illness or psychiatric medications, MRI-
compatible

• Recruited from word of mouth, meditation center flyers and 
social media, Craigslist

• Meditators (N=8)
– 6 male, 1 female, 1 genderqueer
– Past 5 years: ≥90 min/week, ≥14 days of silent retreat
– Vipassana and Zen traditions

• At least half of practice involves attention to breath and body sensations
• Novice Controls (N=8)

– age- (within 10 years) and gender-matched, no significant mind-
body practice

• Race and ethnicity
– 12 White, 1 Hispanic/Latinx, 1 Asian, 2 multiracial/multiethnic
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Across all participants, the neural pattern for each 
mental state was distinguished above chance

one sample T
*** p < 0.001
**** p < 0.0001

Weng, Lewis-Peacock, 
Hecht, et al., (under review)
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EMBODY Study Conclusions

• Machine learning approaches applied to neural 
data can be used to identify and track distinct 
and fluctuating mental states during 
meditation (closer to reality)

• EMBODY Task metrics may provide a valid 
estimate of object of attention during 
meditation
– Associations with lifetime meditation practice

• Individualized approach allows for more 
inclusivity and neural diversity
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Future Direc*ons
• Extend embody framework to measure many 

prac*ces
– Different kinds of body awareness (body scan)
– Other aspects of mindful a=en*on (meta-awareness, 

nonjudgment)
– Other medita*on prac*ces (open monitoring, 

compassion)
• Map out mechanisms of ac8on for mindfulness-

based interven*ons (less black box)
– What a=en*on metrics change through medita*on 

and contribute to be=er health?
– Precision medicine approaches to op*mize treatments



Medita'on for Regular People

• Training qualities of attention
– Intentionally being present in the moment
– Focus, narrow/expansive, calm, kindness, nonjudgment

• Make it work for you – every person is unique and 
different

• Practice with what comes naturally
– What makes you want to pay attention
– We all gravitate towards different kinds of internal and external 

stimuli
– Bring into everyday life as well as formal practice

• To expand and grow:
– Apply these skills to “growth areas”
– With practice, can change “automatic pilot”
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