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Build Stronger Connections

Richard J. Davidson, professor of psychology and psychiatry at the University of Wisconsin—
Madison, is among the researchers who have made a discovery that is both shocking and
extremely exciting. “It is clear,” he told an audience at Google’s Mountain View, California,
campus, “that the intentional deployment of specific mental training strategies can induce plastic
changes in the brain, which endure and which can transform our cognitive and emotional styles.”

In other words, you can alter the overall makeup of your brain without surgical intervention or the
use of pharmaceuticals. Mindfulness has been shown to physically change several regions of the
brain in as little as eight weeks.

Mindfulness thickens your frontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex, which not only increases
your abilities for attention but also your memory and processing power. 2 This enhanced cognitive
control allows you to respond more rationally and enables you to more easily deflect inappropriate
emotional responses. Meditators have been found to have greater gray matter in the right
orbitofrontal cortex, a region of the brain associated with emotional regulation.3

Mindfulness also strengthens the connections to your insula, which is responsible for body
awareness. * Body awareness is helpful for intuition and, in turn, for decision making (as we’ll see
in chapter 5). You become better at “listening to your body,” catching small signals and picking up
subtle warning signs. You don’t get sick as often because you are more likely to notice early on
when something is wrong. Additionally, you may be able to exert greater cognitive control over
your emotions, a key factor in determining whether a stimulus is distracting. °

While the insula is associated with your own body aware- ness, another region, the temporal
parietal junction (TPJ), plays a role in your awareness of others. Like the insula, the TPJ has
been shown to gain in gray matter after mindfulness training. ® This increase seems to improve
social relationships and make people more empathetic. !

Not all the changes to the brain are marked by increases. Mindfulness actually leads to a
decrease in density in at least one area, the amygdala, the region of the brain most associated
with emotional reactivity and fear.

Overall, mindfulness enhances the brain’s capability to dynamically rewire itself, a phenomenon
commonly known as neuroplasticity, which, as we’ll see in chapter 6, improves your mental
flexibility and your ability to learn.
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