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Mental training: The benefits of short-term meditation 
Felix Cheung 

Integrative body-mind training can improve attention, lower stress and provides a convenient means for scientists to study the 

effects of meditation 

Original article citation 
Tang, Y. Y. et al. Short-term meditation training improves attention and self-regulation. PNAS 104, 17152–17156 (2007). 

People in Asia have been practising meditation for thousands of years. Studies have suggested that regular 

meditation over a long period of time can benefit the mind and body. An international team of researchers led 

by Yiyuan Tang and Michael Posner1 has now shown that meditating for as little as 20 minutes per day for 
five days can improve attention and lower stress. 

Meditation can be practised in different ways. Some techniques put emphasis on thought control, which 

requires years of training. The researchers therefore chose an easier meditation technique known as 

integrative body-mind training (IBMT), which can be practised in a standardized way using a compact disc 

with guidance from an experienced IBMT coach. The technique emphasizes the balanced state of relaxation 

while responding to instructions. 

In the study, Chinese undergraduates were randomly assigned to experimental or control groups of 

40 people. The experimental group underwent 20 minutes of IBMT per day for five days, and the control 

group underwent a form of relaxation training that is popular in the West. 

Both before and after training, the two groups were tested for cognitive tasks known as orienting and alerting, 

as well as the ability to resolve conflict (executive attention). Their mood states and cortisol (a stress 

hormone) levels following a mathematics challenge were also measured. The researchers found that the 

groups did not differ in orienting or alerting after training. However, the experimental group showed 

significant improvement in executive attention, more positive mood states and less cortisol release. 

Measuring the effects of meditation has been a challenge in the past. However, IBMT provides a short-term technique that can allow scientists to 

measure the benefits of meditation by comparing experimental versus control groups in a manner similar to that used to test drugs. 
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