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Meditation is all the rage in self-help circles these days. And for 
good reason. Research supporting its efficacy in promoting cognitive and 
emotional well-being is impressive, and growing. However, for some folks, 
meditation can have a downside, sometimes even a disturbing one.  

 A study from University College London found that up to 25% of regular 
meditators reported “particularly unpleasant” experiences during some of their 
contemplative sessions. Usually, these unanticipated and unwelcome events 
involved fear, anxiety, an unnerving altered sense of self, and “distorted 
emotions.” 

 A few news outlets seized on this relatively small sample study (1,232 
subjects) to sound cautionary warnings to current and would-be meditators. 
However, some important caveats are in order. 

 First off, those reporting these gnarly experiences primarily engaged in two 
types of meditation (there are many). First among these was something called 
“insight meditation,” a kind designed to examine one’s thought patterns, 
attitudes, values, and sense of self. Second was a form of Zen meditation utilizing 
koans, which are paradoxical riddles intended to befuddle the rational mind and 
challenge preconceived notions of self and reality. Mindfulness meditation, which 
involves focused attention, such as on one’s breathing or a mantra, showed little 
association with unpleasant experiences.  

 Interestingly, women in the study were less likely to endure these unwelcome 
episodes while meditating, as were those with a more religious mindset. The 
research design used in the study did not lend itself to determining why these two 
groups fared better than males and secular meditators. 

 These findings will come as little surprise to Buddhist meditators. Some 
Buddhist texts warn devotees that meditation can generate disturbing content 
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and experiences on occasion, and frame these episodes as part of the process of 
self-examination and spiritual growth.  

 Another limitation of the research was its failure to account for the underlying 
mental health status of the subjects. Responsible meditation teachers and guides 
insist that would-be contemplatives address these issues before proceeding with a 
sustained practice. In support of this, some earlier research indicated that, in 
some folks, meditation can worsen moderate to severe depression.    

 As is true with much behavioral science research, this study indicates the need 
for further inquiry in this area. While there are some cautionary tales here that 
warrant the attention of current or aspiring meditators, there remain more 
questions than answers. 

 Mindfulness meditation, in particular, still appears helpful and safe for the 
vast majority of practitioners. However, folks hobbled with significant mental 
health challenges who want to try meditation should first engage a trained and 
responsible teacher for guidance. What’s more, they would do well to steer clear 
of the more introspective forms of meditation, previously referenced. 

 Bottom line? Based on our current knowledge of meditation, which is 
considerable, it appears safe for most people and very beneficial. Should someone 
encounter a negative experience in conjunction with meditation, she or he 
probably needs guidance on how to proceed, if at all. 

 Absent that, meditation is clearly our friend. 

   

  


