The science of metta bhavana
Mindfulness meditation has now been quite extensively researched, but research into metta bhavana is only just beginning.

Effects of brahma vihara meditations according to Buddhism:

· increased goodwill (metta), compassion (karuna), sympathetic joy (mudita) and equanimity (upekkha);
· increased personal happiness and emotional stability;

Traditional benefits of metta:

(1) Good sleep - we fall asleep and wake up happily, and don't have nightmares.
(2) Love and appreciation from other living beings.
(3) Protection from violence.
(4) Swift concentration of mind.
(5) Good looks!
(6) At death, freedom from confusion.
(7) If there is no attainment of insight in this lifetime, rebirth in a happy state of existence.

Compassion consists of:
· attention to others,
· ability to read emotions of others,
· perspective-taking,
· wish to help others,
· feelings.
After ‘compassion training’, studies have measured increases in:
· neural correlates of compassion while generating compassion during meditation
,
;

· persistent neural changes
;

· empathic accuracy
;

· control of aversive emotional reactions to suffering
 (see ‘near enemy’ of compassion: horrified anxiety); 

· increased altruistic behaviour in prosocial games
;

· increased altruistic behaviour in ‘ecologically valid’ situations
.

These effects are generally greater in more experienced or ‘expert’ meditators
,
.

Vagus nerve

· connects brain to lungs, digestive tract and heart;
· also connected to nerves involved in making eye contact, facial expressivity and the ability to tune in to the frequency of the human voice;

· part of the parasympathetic nervous system, which acts to calm us down again after we go into the stressed ‘fight or flight’ mode;

· ‘vagal tone’ is the strength of activity of the vagus nerve;

· vagal tone was traditionally thought to be fixed by genetics and early experiences.

Benefits of high vagal tone

· better working memory and ability to focus attention
;

· greater happiness and emotional stability, lower stress*;

Effects of low vagal tone

· difficulty regulating blood glucose levels and suppressing inflammation - both these factors are associated with heart failure, stroke and diabetes
;
· higher observed risk of dying of cardiovascular disease

Vagal tone can be increased by

· exercise*
· loving-kindness meditation

· hearing positive feedback about yourself*
· reflecting on positive social experiences*
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