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ABSTRACT

Anxiety disorders are common mental health conditions that significantly impact daily life and well-being. While
traditional treatments such as pharmacotherapy and cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) are effective, their limi-
tations, including side effects and accessibility, have led to increased interest in complementary approaches like
mindfulness meditation. Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs), such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), focus on present-moment awareness and non-
judgmental observation of thoughts and emotions. This review examines the psychological, neurobiological, and
physiological impacts of mindfulness meditation on anxiety. Findings suggest that mindfulness reduces anxiety
by interrupting rumination, enhancing cognitive flexibility, and improving emotion regulation. It also positively
influences physiological markers, including cortisol levels and heart rate variability (HRV), suggesting better
stress regulation. While mindfulness shows promise, individual motivation and practice consistency influence its
effectiveness. Integrating mindfulness with conventional therapies offers a holistic strategy for managing anxiety
disorders.
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INTRODUCTION

Anxiety disorders are among the most common men-
tal health conditions, affecting millions globally.
These disorders are marked by excessive fear, worry,
and heightened physiological responses, which can
significantly reduce quality of life and lead to serious
consequences if left untreated. Traditional treatment
options for anxiety, such as pharmacotherapy and
cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT), are widely rec-
ognised for their effectiveness. However, challenges
such as medication side effects, limited accessibility,
and individual preferences have sparked interest in
alternative therapies like mindfulness meditation.

In many traditional and indigenous belief systems,
mental and physical well-being are seen as intercon-
nected, with life energy—known as Mana(mind, psy-
che)—being a key component in maintaining bal-
ance. Disruptions in the maniac, whether caused by
emotional, environmental, or physical factors, can
lead to health issues, including anxiety disorders.
Mindfulness meditation, rooted in ancient spiritual
practices, seeks to restore balance by fostering self-
awareness and non-judgmental observation of the
present moment. This review explores how mindful-
ness meditation can help reduce anxiety, with a focus
on its psychological, neurobiological, and physiolog-
ical effects.

Methods

This review examines studies on the effectiveness of
mindfulness meditation in reducing anxiety. Sources
include peer-reviewed articles, randomised controlled
trials (RCTs), and meta-analyses focusing on mind-
fulness-based interventions (MBIs) such as Mindful-
ness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindful-
ness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). Key areas of
focus include the psychological, neurobiological, and
physiological impacts of mindfulness meditation on
anxiety.

Overview of Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety disorders include conditions such as general-
ised anxiety disorder (GAD), social anxiety disorder,
panic disorder, and various phobias. These disorders
are primarily characterised by excessive and uncon-
trollable fear or worry. Anxiety manifests not only as
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a psychological condition but also as physical symp-

toms, including increased heart rate, muscle tension,

and shortness of breath. Although current treatments
can be effective, they often fail to alleviate the wide
range of symptoms that patients experience fully.

e Prevalence: The World Health Organization
(WHO) estimates that anxiety disorders affect
around 4% of the global population.

e Current Treatment Methods: CBT and phar-
macotherapy are the primary forms of treatment.
CBT focuses on restructuring dysfunctional
thought patterns, while pharmacotherapy typical-
ly involves medications like selective serotonin
reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) and benzodiazepines.
However, up to 30% of patients do not fully re-
spond to these treatments, underscoring the need
for complementary approaches like mindfulness
meditation.

Mana and Its Link to Anxiety
In traditional Polynesian and other indigenous
worldviews, Mana is considered a vital life force af-
fecting physical and mental health. Imbalances in
Mana, whether due to emotional stress, environmen-
tal challenges, or physical ailments, can disrupt the
flow of energy in the body, leading to anxiety. This
disruption undermines the body’s ability to regulate
itself, resulting in heightened stress responses and
impaired cognitive function.
Mindfulness meditation aims to restore this balance,
addressing both the mental and physical symptoms of
anxiety. By fostering present-moment awareness,
mindfulness helps individuals disengage from anx-
ious thoughts and restore a sense of internal equilib-
rium.

Overview of Mindfulness Meditation

Although rooted in ancient Buddhist traditions, mind-

fulness meditation has been adapted for modern ther-

apeutic use. Its core principle involves cultivating
awareness of the present moment and accepting
thoughts, emotions, and sensations without judgment.

Programs like Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction

(MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy

(MBCT) have been specifically developed to incor-

www.iamj.in 493



Sujata Sharma & Lasitha Sanal: Role of Mindfulness Meditation in Reducing Anxiety: A Review

porate mindfulness into clinical treatment, particular-

ly for managing anxiety and depression.

e MBSR: Created by Jon Kabat-Zinn, this 8-week
program utilises meditation and body awareness
exercises to alleviate stress and anxiety.

e MBCT: This therapy combines traditional CBT
with mindfulness practices to help individuals
become more aware of their thoughts and feel-
ings, particularly in preventing the recurrence of
anxiety and depression.

Psychological Benefits of Mindfulness for Anxiety

Mindfulness meditation can significantly influence

cognitive processes, helping people break free from

the cycle of worry and rumination that characterises
anxiety disorders.

1. Disrupting Rumination: A key feature of anxie-
ty is the tendency to ruminate on negative
thoughts. Mindfulness teaches individuals to ob-
serve their thoughts without reacting to them,
which helps reduce the intensity and frequency of
these thought patterns.

2. Enhancing Cognitive Flexibility: Mindfulness
improves cognitive flexibility, allowing individu-
als to shift their attention away from distressing
thoughts or external stimuli. This results in fewer
and less intense episodes of anxiety.

3. Improving Emotional Regulation: Mindfulness
enhances emotional regulation by helping indi-
viduals experience their emotions without be-
coming overwhelmed. This leads to a more stable
emotional state, which in turn reduces anxiety's
impact on daily life.

Neurobiological Effects of Mindfulness

Recent research has begun to shed light on neurobio-

logical mechanisms through which mindfulness re-

duces anxiety.

1. Altered Brain Activity: Functional MRI studies
show that mindfulness meditation reduces activi-
ty in the amygdala, which is responsible for pro-
cessing fear while increasing activity in the pre-
frontal cortex, which is involved in emotion regu-
lation and decision-making.

2. Promoting Neuroplasticity: Regular mindful-
ness practice fosters neuroplasticity, the brain’s

doi:10.46607/iamj2913022025

| IAMJ February 2025 |

ability to reorganise itself. This allows for the de-
velopment of new, more adaptive ways of think-
ing and responding to anxiety-inducing situa-
tions.

Physiological Effects of Mindfulness on Anxiety

Mindfulness also impacts on the body’s physiological

stress response, particularly by improving the regula-

tion of the autonomic nervous system.

1. Lower Cortisol Levels: Studies have shown that
mindfulness meditation is associated with re-
duced cortisol levels, the hormone primarily re-
sponsible for the body’s response. High cortisol
levels are linked to anxiety and lowering them
suggests a reduced stress response.

2. Improved Heart Rate Variability (HRV): En-
hanced HRV, which measures the variation in
time between heartbeats, indicates better auto-
nomic nervous system balance. Mindfulness
practice improves HRV, suggesting a greater ca-
pacity to cope with stress and anxiety.

DISCUSSION
Mindfulness meditation has shown promise in reduc-
ing anxiety by interrupting rumination, enhancing
cognitive flexibility, and improving emotion regula-
tion. Mindfulness positively affects physiological
markers like reduced cortisol levels and improved
heart rate variability (HRV), indicating better auto-
nomic nervous system balance. However, its effec-
tiveness varies based on factors such as anxiety se-
verity, individual motivation, and practice consisten-
cy. Mindfulness is most effective as a complementary
practice alongside traditional treatments like CBT.

Challenges and Limitations

Although mindfulness meditation has shown promise,

its effectiveness can vary depending on several fac-

tors:

1. Anxiety Severity: Individuals with severe anxie-
ty may need additional therapeutic support along-
side mindfulness practice.

2. Consistency: Regular and consistent practice is
crucial for mindfulness to be effective, which can
be challenging for individuals dealing with in-
tense stress or anxiety.
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3. Motivation: The success of mindfulness inter-
ventions often depends on individual motivation.
Some people may prefer more structured thera-
pies like CBT over mindfulness, which requires
personal discipline and self-reflection.

Integrating  Mindfulness with  Conventional

Treatments

Mindfulness meditation is most effective when used

as a complementary treatment alongside conventional

therapies like CBT. Combining mindfulness with

CBT can improve cognitive and emotional regulation

while addressing deep-seated patterns of anxiety. In-

tegrating mindfulness into clinical practice offers a

more holistic approach to anxiety management, po-

tentially reducing the need for medication and its as-
sociated side effects.

CONCLUSION

Mindfulness meditation is a powerful tool for manag-
ing anxiety, with positive effects on cognitive func-
tioning, brain activity, and physiological responses to
stress. It is particularly effective in reducing rumina-
tion, enhancing emotional regulation, and improving
the balance of the autonomic nervous system. While
mindfulness shows great potential as a complemen-
tary treatment, its effectiveness is influenced by anxi-
ety severity, practice consistency, and individual mo-
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tivation. Further research is needed to optimise mind-
fulness interventions and assess their long-term bene-
fits across different populations. Combining mindful-
ness with conventional treatments like CBT could
significantly improve overall strategies for managing
anxiety, offering a more comprehensive approach to
mental health care.
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