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Meditation is often associated with a relaxed state of the body. However, meditation can also be regarded as a
type of mental task and training, associated with mental effort and physiological arousal. The cardiovascular ef-
fects of meditation may vary depending on the type of meditation, degree of mental effort, and amount of train-
ing. In the current study we assessed heart rate (HR), high-frequency heart rate variability (HF-HRV) and
subjective ratings of effort and likeability during three types of meditation varying in their cognitive and atten-
tional requirements, namely breathing meditation, loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts medita-

Keywords: . . - . . - .

Meditation tion. In the context of the ReSource project, a one-year longitudinal mental training study, participants practiced
Mental training each meditation exercise on a daily basis for 3 months. As expected HR and effort were higher during loving-
Heart rate kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation compared to breathing meditation. With training

Heart rate variability over time HR and likeability increased, while HF-HRV and the subjective experience of effort decreased. The in-
Effort crease in HR and decrease in HF-HRV over training was higher for loving-kindness meditation and observing-
Enjoyment thoughts meditation compared to breathing meditation. In contrast to implicit beliefs that meditation is always
relaxing and associated with low arousal, the current results show that core meditations aiming at improving
compassion and meta-cognitive skills require effort and are associated with physiological arousal compared to
breathing meditation. Overall these findings can be useful in making more specific suggestions about which

type of meditation is most adaptive for a given context and population.

© 2015 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

It is widely assumed that meditation, irrespective of the type, is a
way to relax by inducing a hypometabolic state of the body and a tran-
quil, but alert state of the mind (Benson et al., 1974; Jevning et al., 1992;
Lazar et al.,, 2000). Recently, however, attention has been drawn to the
fact that meditation might not generally lead to a relaxation response
and that the effects of meditation on psychophysiological processes
might depend on factors including meditation type and level of medita-
tion experience (Britton et al., 2014). A better understanding about
which types of meditation have relaxing or arousing effects will be
crucial to make more precise suggestions about the applicability of
meditation in different domains and populations. It is therefore impor-
tant to empirically test whether different types of meditation have
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arousing or relaxing effects on psychological and physiological states
and how these effects change with training expertise.

The current project focused on three meditation exercises including
breathing-meditation, loving-kindness meditation and observing-
thoughts meditation. These three meditation exercises can be regarded
as the most widely practiced meditation exercises in Buddhist contem-
plative traditions (Wallace, 2006). The three core exercises differ with
respect to the cognitive and affective processes involved, as well as
with respect to the skills that they train. Breathing meditation requires
the redirection and holding of attention to the object of breath and
trains sustained attention and interoception (Malinowski, 2013).
Loving-kindness meditation involves cognitive processes including
redirection of attention to mental imagery and sentences, as well as
remembering sentences, generating and maintaining mental imagery
(Hofmann et al., 2011). Furthermore it involves affective processes
such as generating and sustaining positive affect in order to train an
increase in positive emotions, compassion and prosocial behavior. The
observing-thoughts meditation requires cognitive processes such as re-
direction and holding attention to the object of thoughts, categorization
of thoughts, development and maintaining meta-awareness in order to
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train detachment from mental events. Due to the greater amount and
complexity of attentional, cognitive and affective processes involved in
loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation as
compared to breathing meditation we assume that these exercises can
be categorized as more demanding than breathing meditation and
thus should be associated to higher levels of self-reported effort and
physiological arousal when performed.

Meditation within Buddhist traditions can be regarded as a mental
training technique that aims to train cognitive skills including sustained
attention, working memory and other executive processes (Holzel et al.,
2011; Slagter et al., 2011; Wallace, 1999). It is suggested that meditation
training is initially linked to mental effort, which should decrease with
training expertise over time (Tang et al., 2012). Previous research has
found that moderate practice of meditation improves measures of
cognitive resources, including reduced mind wandering and increased at-
tentional capacity (Lutz et al.,, 2009; Mrazek et al., 2013; Zeidan et al.,
2010a). Perceived effort is also known to be related to feelings of enjoy-
ment while one is profoundly focused on a task (Csikszentmihalyi,
2014). Evidence suggests that feelings of enjoyment are high if one's
perceived ability to solve the task matches the capacities required to
solve the task (Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989). To our knowledge
there are currently no studies that have directly assessed changes of
perceived effort and enjoyment during meditation training over time.
Based on studies showing that meditation can improve performance in
cognitive tasks, we expect that effort during meditation will decrease
over time while enjoyment will increase as participants become more ex-
perienced with the meditation training (Tang et al., 2012; Zanesco et al.,
2013; Zeidan et al., 2010a).

Perceived mental effort is also often linked to physiological arousal
(Hansen et al., 2003; Luft et al., 2009). Mental states that require high
cognitive demands are known to influence the autonomic nervous sys-
tem (ANS), divided into the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) and
sympathetic nervous system (SNS). Heart rate (HR) and heart rate var-
iability (HRV) are often used as biomarkers of the ANS. HRV, in particu-
lar its high-frequency (HF-HRV) component (0.15 to 0.40 Hz), is a
marker of the PNS activity (Camm et al., 1996; Reyes del Paso et al.,
2013) and related to a variety of psychological factors including atten-
tion, working memory and emotion regulation (Thayer and Lane,
2009). We did not include the low-frequency (0.04 to 0.15 Hz) or vey-
low frequency components (<0.04) as additional outcome measures
because their interpretation as indicators of autonomic activity remains
unclear (Billman, 2011). Instead we used HR as a marker of SNS activity,
because HR acceleration is known to be caused by SNS activity through
the release of norepinephrine (Camm et al., 1996). Increased HR is asso-
ciated with cognitive arousal and mental effort (Critchley et al., 2013).
Previous studies provide evidence that increased PNS activity is linked
to improved cognitive control during the performance of cognitive
tasks (Hansen et al., 2003; Overbeek et al., 2014 ). Based on the expected
decrease in perceived mental effort over time and based on the evidence
that cardiac activity is related to mental effort we predicted that HR dur-
ing meditation will decrease, while HF-HRV will increase over training.

So far the majority of studies on the influence of meditation on HR
and HF-HRV have investigated the difference between meditation
state and baseline conditions (for reviews see (Kok et al., 2013; Olex
et al, 2013)). Regarding the effects of meditation compared to baseline
measures of cardiovascular activity many studies on the effects of
attention-focused types of meditation show an increase in parasympa-
thetic activity as assessed by increases in HF-HRV or decreases in HR
(Krygier et al., 2013; Libby et al.,, 2012; Takahashi et al., 2005; Wu and
Lo, 2008; Zeidan et al., 2010b). In contrast, Lutz and colleagues showed
that compassion meditation in experts led to an increase in HR com-
pared to a baseline condition suggesting an activation of the SNS
during compassion meditation (Lutz et al., 2009). In a previous cross-
sectional study with experienced meditators, Peng et al. showed that
HR was higher during types of meditation with controlled breathing
compared to a relaxation meditation without controlled breathing

(Peng et al., 2004). In a more recent cross-sectional study with expert
meditators from different Buddhist traditions, changes in HF-HRV var-
ied across types of meditation: An increase in HF-HRV was found during
Theravada types of meditation that included a concentrative focus on
bodily sensations. In contrast, a decrease in HF-HRV was found during
Vajrayana types of meditation that included an active generation of
mental imagery (Amihai and Kozhevnikov, 2014). These findings
suggest that effects of meditation on cardiovascular activity might
vary as a function of the type of meditation and the degree of meditation
experience of the participants. Thus, it is important to conduct longitu-
dinal studies in meditation naive participants. In contrast to previous
cross-sectional studies, a longitudinal design would allow for the
study how the practices of different types of meditation influence car-
diovascular activity over time. To our knowledge, however, there have
been no studies comparing the influence of different types of meditation
on training-induced changes over time in cardiac responses during
meditation state from naive participants. Therefore, based on evidence
that different types of meditation influence PNS and SNS activity differ-
ently, and based on expected changes with increased training expertise,
we hypothesized that different types of meditation change cardiac ac-
tivity and perceived effort and enjoyment differently over time.

The current project, which is part of a nine-month longitudinal
mental training study called the ReSource project (Singer et al., in
preparation), compared subjective and physiological signatures dur-
ing breathing meditation, loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation and how these change through
training. Each meditation exercise was trained within a three-
month training module on a daily basis at home while participants
listened to guided audio-files with instructions given by qualified
meditation teachers. For further details see Section 2.1, 2.2 and
Singer et al. (in preparation). Measures of the present study included
HF-HRV as a marker of PNS activity and HR as a marker of SNS activ-
ity, as well as ratings of subjective experiences of effort and
likeability during breathing meditation, loving-kindness meditation
and observing-thoughts meditation. The measures were taken in
week 3 and week 13 within each training module. The analysis of
the current study is based on a within-subject design with the factor
time (week 3 and week 13) and the factor type of exercise (breathing
meditation, loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts medi-
tation). Initially all participants learned the breathing meditation, be-
cause it trained skills, which were required to learn the loving-
kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation. The order of
exercises was counterbalanced for loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation.

We had the following specific hypotheses:

(1) Based on the differences with regard to the amount and com-
plexity of cognitive and affective processes involved during
each type of meditation, we hypothesized that the loving-
kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation are
more effortful compared to breathing meditation. Therefore we
expected HR and effort to be higher and HF-HRV and likeability
to be lower for loving-kindness meditation and observing-
thoughts meditation as compared to breathing meditation.

(2) In line with studies on changes in skill acquisition through
mental training over time, we predicted that HR and effort will
decrease from week 3 to week 13, whereas HF-HRV and experi-
enced likeability will increase from week 3 to week 13.

(3) Based on the first hypothesis that different types of meditation
influence cardiac responses differently, we expected changes in
HR, HF-HRYV, effort and likeability over time to be different across
the three core exercises. Due to the more demanding processes
involved during loving-kindness meditation and observing-
thoughts meditation, we expected the decrease in HR and effort
and increase in HF-HRV and enjoyment to be smaller compared
to breathing meditation.
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2. Methods
2.1. Participants

The current sample was recruited for the ReSource project, a longitu-
dinal mental training study conducted in the cities of Leipzig and Berlin
from April 2013 to May 2014. A cohort of 80 healthy participants was re-
cruited to undergo the training program in Leipzig and another cohort
of 80 healthy participants was recruited to do the training in Berlin. Par-
ticipants underwent several stages of screening before being admitted
to the study and were only permitted to the study if they had no prior
experience with intense meditation training. Details about the recruit-
ment and screening procedure can be found in the ReSource handbook
(Singer et al., in preparation). The total sample size of the current
study was N = 156 (male: 63, female: 93) with a mean age of 41.17
(std. dev.: 9.34). The study has been approved by the Research Ethics
Committee of the University of Leipzig (Ethik-Kommission an der
Medizinischen Fakultdt der Universitdt Leipzig) and the Research Ethics
Committee of the Humboldt University in Berlin (Ethikkommission der
Humboldt-Universitdt zu Berlin, Mathematisch-Naturwissenschaftliche
Fakultdt II, Institut fiir Psychologie). Participants were briefed about all
experimental measures taken within the study and confirmed their
agreement to undergo the experimental measurements by signing a
consent form before the beginning of the project.

2.2. Procedure

In the current study participants learned three core exercises that
were taught in three training modules that each lasted for 13 weeks.
The breathing meditation was taught in the Presence Module, the
loving-kindness meditation was taught in the Affective Module and
the observing-thoughts meditation was taught in the Perspective Mod-
ule. The order of the training modules differed for the two training co-
horts. Training cohort 1 started with the Presence Module, continued
with the Affective Module and finished with the Perspective Module.
Training cohort 2 started with the Presence Module, continued with
the Perspective Module and finished with the Affective Module.
Throughout the study participants were instructed to learn the core
exercises by qualified meditation teachers. Before the beginning of
each training module participants went on a 3-day retreat with the
meditation teachers in order to familiarize with the respective core
exercise. During each training module, participants were asked to
train the core exercise on a daily basis and to listen to a 20-minute guid-
ed audio file of the respective exercise at least 5 times per week. In order
to start with the daily meditation exercise participants had to log in on a
web-based training platform, which was designed for the ReSource pro-
ject. Participants could access the platform both with a computer or cell
phones that they were equipped with. Data of participants' training fre-
quency were logged on the platform each time participants completed a
meditation exercise. In addition to the daily meditation practice at
home, participants were asked to attend a weekly 2 hour training ses-
sion with the meditation teachers. Training sessions were offered in
the morning (10 AM to 12 AM) or in the evening (7 PM to 9 PM). During
the weekly training sessions, participants underwent the guided core
exercise. In addition, participants learned practical information about
how to integrate their meditation experiences into everyday-life and
had the opportunity to ask questions about the exercises. Measure-
ments of the current study were taken during the weekly training ses-
sions in week 3 and in week 13 within each training module for both
training cohorts in Berlin and Leipzig. In total 6 measurement time
points were recorded for each training cohort. During each
measurement time point a scientist or lab assistant joined the weekly
meditation session in order to keep a time protocol of the start and
the end time of the core exercise during the meditation sessions.

The guided meditations from the audio-files and the weekly training
sessions were based on the following instructions.

2.2.1. Breathing meditation

During this meditation exercise, participants were asked to focus
their attention on their in-breath and out-breath. In case participants
lost the focus on the breath they were asked to refocus their attention
on their breath. The overall goal of this practice was to increase
sustained attention and increase interoceptive awareness.

2.2.2. Loving-kindness meditation

During this guided meditation exercise, participants were asked to
set the intention to first wish themselves benevolent feelings by using
repeating sentences such as “May you be happy”. Afterwards partici-
pants were asked to extend these beneficial wishes to family, friends,
strangers, people they have difficulties with and finally all living beings.
The overall goal of the loving-kindness meditation was to cultivate
feelings of love, warmth and benevolence that are directed towards
oneself or other people and increase positive emotions, compassion
and prosocial behavior.

2.2.3. Observing-thoughts meditation

During the observing-thoughts meditation participants were asked
to focus their attention on the coming and going of their own thoughts.
In case participants lost the focus on their thoughts they were asked to
refocus their attention back to their thoughts. The goal of this exercise
was to familiarize with the dynamic nature of one's stream of thought
and to learn to detach from thoughts and develop a meta-awareness.
For more detailed information about the training protocol and the
core exercises see Singer et al. (in preparation).

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Subjective meditation state measures

During the weekly meditations, the degree of experienced effort and
enjoyment was assessed after the completion of the core exercise for
each measurement time point. Participants were asked to report how
much effort they experienced during the meditation (“How demanding
was the exercise for you?”) and how much they liked it (“How enjoy-
able was the exercise for you?”) on a 10-point Likert scale (0 = ‘not at
all’ to 10 = ‘very much’).

2.3.2. Physiological measures

Cardiac variables including HR and HF-HRV were assessed with elec-
trocardiogram recordings (ECG) that were measured with the Zephyr
Bioharness 3 while participants meditated during the weekly medita-
tion sessions (Zephyr, 2014). The Zephyr Bioharness 3 is an ambulatory,
multivariable measurement device that was previously validated
with standard physiology monitoring systems used in the laboratory
(Johnstone et al., 2012). The Zephyr Bioharness 3 device can be attached
to a belt that participants can comfortably wear around their chest. The
ECG included in the Zephyr Bioharness 3 has a sampling frequency of
250 Hz.

2.4. Data pre-processing of physiological measures

For ECG analysis, 10-minute epochs from the middle of each medita-
tion exercise were extracted using Matlab (Matlab, 2013). The raw ECG
data of the 10-minute extracts were then checked for artifacts using a
custom-made in-house software. The software automatically detected
the QRS complexes of the raw ECG recordings. After the automatic pro-
cessing step, data were visually inspected by an assistant in order to
check whether the QRS complexes were correctly detected. The assis-
tant who checked the data quality was blind to the meditation types.
If the software misclassified a QRS complex, or a QRS complex was miss-
ing, labels were manually set to the closest QRS complex or the halfway
point between two QRS complexes. Data-sets were only fully excluded
from further analyses if the data were so noisy that no QRS complexes
could be detected. On average 5 ECG files were excluded per
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measurement time point due to noise. In total 95.30% of the ECG files
were included for the statistical analyses. Average HR and HF-HRV (fre-
quency power range: 0.15-0.4 Hz) of the mid 10 minutes of the medi-
tation session were extracted with the software Artiifact (Kaufmann
etal., 2011).!

2.5. Statistical analysis

Linear Mixed Models (LMM) are often used in studies with repeated
measures designs, because observations with missing data from
one measurement time point are preserved from a listwise deletion
(Kristjansson et al., 2007). Thus we applied LMMs with the within-
subject factor time (week 3, week 13) and the within-subject factor
type of exercise (breathing meditation, loving-kindness meditation,
observing-thoughts meditation) to test 1) whether HR, HF-HRYV, effort
and likeability differ when comparing loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation to breathing meditation, 2) whether
HR, HF-HRV, effort and likeability changed from week 3 to week 13
and 3) whether the changes over time are different when comparing
loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation to
breathing meditation. The LMM was run separately for all four depen-
dent variables. It is known that age, body mass index (BMI) and time
of the day can influence the cardiovascular system. Thus we controlled
for age, BMI, time of the session and also the location of the session in
the model.> HF-HRV was positively skewed and thus transformed
using a natural log transformation. All other dependent variables were
normally distributed. Effect sizes of the main effects and interaction ef-
fect were calculated with Omega-squared (w?) by taking the difference
from 1 and the variance of the residuals of the full model divided by the
variance of the residuals of the model without the respective fixed fac-
tor of interest (Xu, 2003). A value of w? = .010 indicates a small effect
size, a value of w? = .059 represents a medium effect size and a value
of w? = .138 represents a large effect size (Kirk, 1996).

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive statistics

Table 1 provides an overview of the raw descriptive statistics for
each type of meditation exercise in week 3 and week 13.

3.2. Difference across types of exercises

In accordance with hypothesis 1, results of the LMM analysis
revealed significant differences between types of exercises for HR,
effort and likeability (Fig. 1 and Table 2). No significant difference
between types of exercises was found for HF-HRV (Table 2).
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons confirm our hypothesis that
HR during breathing meditation is lower compared to loving-kindness
meditation (t(590) = —2.230, p <.001, 95% CI [—3.487, —.973]) and
observing-thoughts meditation (t(590) = —1.308, p = .039, 95% CI
[—2.567, —.049]). Also in line with hypothesis 1, experienced effort is

1 Because of data loss from the weekly recordings during the second measurement of
cohort 1 in the Leipzig morning group we performed the same statistical analyses by ex-
cluding the data from the morning group in Leipzig of training cohort 1, which included
17 participants. The pattern of the results stayed consistent with the results as presented
in the Results section. The data loss was due to changes in the structure of the weekly ses-
sion during the second measurement of the first training module from the morning group
in Leipzig of training cohort 1. Due to the changes of the session the duration of the med-
itation was shortened from 20 minutes to 3.5 minutes.

2 All analyses were rerun without the control variables (age, BMI, time of session, loca-
tion of session) to test whether the patterns of results stayed statistically significant. Re-
sults without the control variables revealed the same statistical pattern of results as
compared to the results from the analyses that included the control variables.

lower during breathing meditation compared to loving-kindness medi-
tation (t(637) = —.858, p < .001, 95% CI [—1.269, —.447]) and
observing-thoughts meditation (t(639) = —.522, p = .008, 95% CI
[—.939, —.105]). Experienced likeability was significantly higher
for breathing meditation compared to loving-kindness meditation
(t(630) = .846, p <.001, 95% CI [.490, 1.201]), but not compared to
observing-thoughts meditation (t(632) = .246, p = .309, 95% CI
[—.115,.607]). Effect sizes for HR and likeability are medium and effect
sizes for HF-HRV and effort are small (Table 2).

3.3. Change with training over time

The LMM analysis showed that, as hypothesized, the subjective
experience of effort decreased (t(632) = —.697, p < .001, 95% CI
[—.973, — .422]) while the subjective experience of likeability increased
after 10 weeks of training (t(624) = .837, p <.001, 95% CI [.598, 1.075])
(see Fig. 2 and Table 2). These findings point to training progress
when regarding participants' subjective point of view. Contrary to our
prediction HR increased from week 3 to week 13 (t(587) = 2.628,
p <.001, 95% CI [1.798, 3.459]) and HF-HRV decreased over time
(t(594) = —.214, p < .001, 95% CI [—.321, —.107]) (Table 2 and
Fig. 2). HR and likeability have medium effect sizes and HF-HRV and ef-
fort have small effect sizes (Table 2). An additional analysis to test how
HR and HF-HRYV are related to effort and likeability showed that, for HR
only, week 13 HR was positively correlated with week 13 effort. All
other correlations between self-report and physiological data were
non-significant (see Supplementary material for further details).

3.4. Difference in training over time across exercises

We expected that changes over time vary across types of exercises
and more specifically that a decrease in HR and effort and an increase
in HF-HRV and likeability would be smaller during loving-kindness
meditation and observing-thoughts meditation compared to breathing
meditation (hypothesis 3). The LMM analysis revealed a significant in-
teraction between the main effect of time and main effect of the type
of exercise for the physiological, but not for the subjective measures
(Table 2). Bonferroni-corrected contrasts revealed a significant increase
in HR during loving-kindness meditation (t(586) = 4.926, p <.001, 95%
CI [3.493, 6.359]) and observing-thoughts meditation (t(585) = 2.523,
p = .001,95% CI [1.095, 3.952]) from week 3 to week 13, but no signif-
icant changes in HR during breathing meditation (t(591) = .435,p =
.557,95% CI [—1.021, 1.892]) (Fig. 3). In addition HF-HRV significantly
decreased during loving-kindness meditation (t(593) = —.339,
p <.001, 95% CI [—.524, —.154]) and observing-thoughts meditation
(t(591) = —.309, p = .001, 95% CI [—.493, —.125]) but not during
breathing meditation (t(599) = .006, p = .952, 95% CI [—.182, .193])
from week 3 to week 13 (Fig. 3). Both HR and HF-HRV have small effect
sizes (Table 2). To statistically test whether the changes over time differ
across types of exercises we ran a LMM analysis using difference scores
of subtracting week 3 from week 13. The type of exercise (breathing
meditation, loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts medi-
tation) was used as a within-subject factor. Results showed a significant
effect of the type of exercise for HR (F(2, 196) = 13.28, p <.001) with a
large effect size (w?> = 0.18) and a significant effect of the type of
exercise for HF-HRV (F(2, 230) = 5.09, p = .007) with a medium effect
size (w? = 0.07). Contrary to our prediction, Bonferroni-corrected
contrasts revealed that the changes in HR over time were significantly
larger for loving-kindness meditation (t(203) = 5.237, p <.001, 95%
CI[2.784, 7.690]) and observing-thoughts meditation (t(195) = 2.803,
p = .018, 95% CI [.369, 5.238]) compared to breathing meditation.
Also in contrast to our hypothesis, changes in HF-HRV over time

were greater for loving-kindness meditation (t(237) = —.397,p =
.015, 95% CI [—.736, —.059]) and observing-thoughts meditation
(t(229) = —.383, p = .020, 95% CI [—.721, —.045]) compared to

breathing meditation.
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Table 1

Raw means and standard deviations for each meditation exercise in week 3 and week 13.

Breathing meditation

Loving-kindness meditation

Observing-thoughts meditation

Week 3 Week 13 Week 3 Week 13 Week 3 Week 13

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
HR 70.62 9.55 7139 11.12 71.24 10.26 75.96 10.50 71.38 9.34 74.19 11.67
HF-HRV 5.68 1.11 5.67 1.04 5.75 1.15 537 1.21 5.74 1.15 5.41 1.14
Effort 3.84 2.53 2.69 223 4.33 2.52 3.77 248 4.03 244 343 241
Likeability 6.67 2.06 7.68 1.90 5.84 223 6.88 2.06 6.66 1.83 7.73 1.98

Note: HR = heart rate, HF-HRV = high-frequency heart rate variability.

4. Discussion

The goal of the current study was to investigate how three types of
meditation, which differ with respect to cognitive demands, influence
cardiac activity and experienced effort and enjoyment with training
over time. In line with hypothesis 1, HR and effort were lowest for
breathing meditation compared to loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation. These findings support our assumption
that loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation
are more demanding than breathing meditation, because they require
a greater amount of cognitive effort. Participants enjoyed loving-
kindness meditation less than the breathing meditation, whereas they
experienced the breathing meditation and observing-thoughts medita-
tion as equally pleasant. Overall these findings support our expectations
that both loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts medita-
tion are subjectively more challenging and physiologically more arous-
ing for the participants when compared to breathing meditation. This
suggests that not all types of meditation elicit similar responses and fur-
ther support the need to study the effects of different types of
meditation.
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Regarding the effect of training over time, independent of the type of
exercise, our results showed that participants subjectively perceive the
meditation exercises as less effortful over training and that, overall, they
enjoy meditation more after training than before. These findings con-
firm our hypothesis that the training induces changes in the partici-
pants' subjective experience with increased familiarity with the
exercises and supports previous research on meditation-induced
changes in cognitive effort (Tang et al., 2012; Zanesco et al., 2013). We
further hypothesized that as participants get more accustomed with
the training the activation of the PNS would increase over time. Con-
trary to our prediction, however, it was SNS activity that increased
after the training and not PNS activity as reflected in an increase in HR
and decrease in HF-HRV. These findings suggest that gaining expertise
in these types of demanding mental exercises induced an increase in
sympathetic arousal over training, while at the same time, participants
experienced the exercises as more enjoyable and less effortful over
training. The increased physiological arousal over training could indi-
cate that with increased expertise participants may make usage of
more attentional and cognitive resources required for a better mastery
of the task. Thus, for example, they may make more usage of visual
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Fig. 1. Estimated marginal means from breathing meditation, loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation for a) HR, b) HF-HRV, c) likeability ratings and d) effort

ratings (P* < .05; P** <.01).
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Table 2
Results of Linear Mixed Model analyses: main effects of time and exercise and the interac-
tion effect of time and exercise.

Source Numerator df/denominator df F w?
HR
Exercise 2/589.33 9.134*** 0.061
Time 1/587.46 38.65*** 0.092
Time x exercise 2/587.63 9.35%* 0.030
HF-HRV
Exercise 2/597.93 2.65 0.026
Time 1/594.45 15.41* 0.039
Time x exercise 2/594.86 4.04* 0.015
Effort
Exercise 2/636.77 12.69*** 0.052
Time 1/632.21 24.68*** 0.046
Time x exercise 2/630.89 2.57 0.009
Likeability
Exercise 2/629.28 17.30** 0.060
Time 1/624.34 47.50*** 0.072
Time x exercise 2/622.96 .63 0.002

Note: *P <.05; **P <.01; **P <.001. Age, gender, BMI, time and location of session were
included as covariates. w? = 0.010 corresponds to a small effect size, w?> = 0.059 repre-
sents a medium effect size and w? = 0.135 represents a large effect size.

imagery or processes which facilitate attention and meta-cognitive
awareness on the objects of introspection in their minds. The results
show that, despite an increase in physiological effort, subjects have
learned to subjectively enjoy this state of high concentration and mas-
tery and thus perceive it subjectively as less effortful; similarly to earlier
research about states of flow while someone is engaged during a chal-
lenging task (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). This finding is also in line with
the assumption that with greater training experience meditation can
lead to an increase in wakefulness and alertness (Britton et al., 2014).
On the other hand this finding could also indicate that participants’
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subjective experiences do not fully capture their autonomic states dur-
ing meditation. A significant correlation between the physiological and
subjective measures was found only for week 13 HR and week 13 effort
(see Supplementary material for further details). This suggests that with
greater expertise the physiological measures and subjective measures
become more coherent (Sze et al., 2010). These findings relate to a gen-
eral theoretical discussion about the reliability of self-reports, motivat-
ing the need to conduct further research that allows for the
development and identification of more subtle subjective measures
that can accurately capture physiological processes (Nisbett and
Wilson, 1977; Petitmengin and Lachaux, 2013).

In addition the interaction effect of difference across exercises in
change with training over time showed an increase in HR and decrease
in HF-HRYV for both loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts
meditation, but not for breathing meditation with training over
10 weeks. More specifically changes in HR and HF-HRV over time
were both greater for loving-kindness meditation and observing-
thoughts meditation when compared to breathing meditation. This
suggests that getting better in both loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation over training leads to an increase in
activation of the sympathetic system, whereas practicing breathing
meditation does not lead to any changes in cardiac responses. These
findings could indicate that the increased physiological arousal allows
the participants to better master the loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation, which are cognitively more demanding
than the breathing meditation. In addition to sustaining and redirecting
attention to the object of focus, loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation involve more complex cognitive
processes such as the generation of mental imagery and positive affect,
focusing on complex objects of attention including emotions and
thoughts, categorization and detachment from thoughts, as well as
maintaining meta-awareness. In A study by Amihai & Kozhevnikov,
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Fig. 2. Estimated marginal means from week 3 and week 13 for a) HR, b) HF-HRV, c) likeability ratings and d) effort ratings (P*** <.001).
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types of meditation that involve active processes such as the generation
of imagery induced SNS activity when compared to types of meditation
that just involve sustained attention such as in breathing meditation
(Amihai and Kozhevnikov, 2014). Accordingly, the increase in activation
of the SNS during loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts
meditation with training over time could imply an increase in overall
phasic alertness based on physiological arousal, which serves as a
physiological resource for the increased cognitive demands during
these types of meditation. Finally the lack of correlation between chang-
es in HR and changes in effort during loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation shows that the increase in physiological
arousal is subjectively not experienced as effortful (see Supplementary
material for further details). This could suggest that the increase in
physiological arousal is not a marker of effort, but rather a marker of
increased cognitive resources.

Findings from the current study are limited in some ways. First
the current study did not include a baseline measurement of HR and
HE-HRV right before the meditation session. Including a baseline
measurement could reveal helpful information about whether the
three types of meditation studies influence cardiac activity differently
when comparing meditation to the baseline condition. Additionally
the current study looked at the average score of HR and HF-HRV from
a 10-minute sample of the meditation session. More fine-grained infor-
mation could be revealed with analyzing the ECG data continuously. Fi-
nally including a control group was not feasible in the current study,
however future studies could compare the effects of different types of
meditation over a short-term training on cardiac variables by including
an active-control group such as a reading control group that involves
attentional, affective and cognitive resources as required in the investi-
gated meditation exercises (Allen et al., 2012).

Overall the current study showed that not all types of meditation
are equally relaxing when comparing three different types of medita-
tion. Furthermore the study showed that with training participants
enjoy the mental exercises more and experience it as less effortful on
a subjective level, while at the same time training the two types of
more complex meditations comes with an increase in sympathetic acti-
vation, suggesting heightened mastery and concentration needed with
increasing expertise. Such findings are important, because they show
that different types of meditation should be recommended for different
purposes. Breathing meditation was perceived as the least effortful ex-
ercise and also had the lowest HR, which makes it suitable for an easy
to learn exercise for meditation novices. This is in line with descriptions
from Buddhist traditions, in which breathing meditation is used as a
foundational exercise in Shamatha meditation (Wallace, 2006).
Loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation were
both perceived as more effortful than breathing meditation which was
also reflected in a higher HR which increased with training experience.
Therefore individuals with related health problems, or anxiety disorders
which are known to be related to increased cardiac arousal, might not
benefit from loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts
meditation (Gorman and Sloan, 2000). Future studies should investigate

whether loving-kindness meditation and observing-thoughts meditation
induced increases in HR are related to improvements in cognitive perfor-
mance as suggested by Amihai & Kozhevnikov (Amihai and Kozhevnikov,
2014). If this is the case exercises such as loving-kindness meditation and
observing-thoughts meditation could be recommended for increasing
phasic alertness for improved cognitive task performance. To make
more fine-grained suggestions about the applicability of meditation exer-
cises in different domains, future studies should investigate changes of
physiological, cognitive and affective signatures of meditation state in
both healthy and clinical populations.
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