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Can Meditation Curb Heart Attacks?
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Richard Patterson for The New York Times Recent research suggests transcendental meditation
may be good for the heart.

When Julia Banks was almost 70, she took up transcendental meditation. She had clogged
arteries, high blood pressure and too much weight around the middle, and she enrolled in a
clinical trial testing the benefits of meditation.

Now Mrs. Banks, 79, of Milwaukee, meditates twice a day, every day, for 20 minutes each time,
setting aside what she calls “a little time for myself.”

“You never think you’ve got that time to spare, but you take that time for yourself and you get
the relaxation you need,” said Mrs. Banks, who survived a major heart attack and a lengthy
hospitalization after coronary artery bypass surgery six years ago.

“You have things on your mind, but you just blot it out and do the meditation, and you find
yourself being more graceful in your own life,” she said. “You find out problems you thought
you had don’t exist — they were just things you focused on.”



Could the mental relaxation have real physiological benefits? For Mrs. Banks, the study
suggests, it may have. She has gotten her blood pressure under control, though she still takes
medication for it, and has lost about 75 pounds.

Findings from the study were presented this week at an American Heart Association meeting in
Orlando, Fla. They suggest that transcendental meditation may have real therapeutic value for
high-risk people, like Mrs. Banks, with established coronary artery disease.

After following about 200 patients for an average of five years, researchers said, the high-risk
patients who meditated cut their risk of heart attacks, strokes and deaths from all causes
roughly in half compared with a group of similar patients who were given more conventional
education about healthy diet and lifestyle.

Among the roughly 100 patients who meditated, there were 20 heart attacks, strokes and
deaths; in the comparison group, there were 32. The meditators tended to remain disease-free
longer and also reduced their systolic blood pressure by five millimeters of mercury, on
average.

“We found reduced blood pressure that was significant — that was probably one important
mediator,” said Dr. Robert Schneider, director of the Institute for Natural Medicine and
Prevention, a research institute based at the Maharishi University of Management in Fairfield,
lowa, who presented the findings. The study was conducted at the Medical College of
Wisconsin in Milwaukee, in collaboration with the institute.

An earlier study of high-risk Milwaukee residents, many of them overweight or obese, also
found transcendental meditation, along with conventional medications, could help reduce
blood pressure. Most of those in the study had only high-school educations or less, about 40
percent smoked and roughly half had incomes of less than $10,000 a year.

The participants found transcendental meditation easy to learn and practice, Dr. Schneider said.

“Fortunately, it does not require any particular education and doesn’t conflict with lifestyle
philosophy or beliefs; it’s a straightforward technique for getting deep rest to the mind and
body,” he said, adding that he believes the technique “helps to reset the body’s own self-repair
and homeostatic mechanism.”

Dr. Schneider said other benefits of meditation might follow from stress reduction, which could
cause changes in the brain that cut stress hormones like cortisol and dampen the inflammatory
processes associated with atherosclerosis.

“What is it about stress that causes cardiovascular disease?” said Dr. Theodore Kotchen,
associate dean for clinical research at the Medical College of Wisconsin. “Hormones, neural
hormones, cortisol, catecholamines — all tend to be elevated in stress. Could they in some way



be contributing to cardiovascular disease? Could a reduction in these hormones with
meditation be contributing to reduction in disease? We can only speculate.”

Another recent study focusing on transcendental meditation, published in The American
Journal of Hypertension, focused on a young healthy population. It found that stressed-out
college students improved their mood through T.M., and those at risk for hypertension were
able to reduce their blood pressure. Dr. Schneider was also involved in that study, which was
carried out at American University in Washington and included 298 students randomly assigned
to either a meditation group or a waiting list.

Students who were at risk of hypertension and practiced meditation reduced systolic blood
pressure by 6.3 millimeters of mercury and their diastolic pressure by 4 millimeters of mercury
on average.



