
BODY SCAN 
 

We know that chronic stress can negatively impact our health. Now, a new study finds that 

doing a mindful body scan each day may reduce biological and psychological stress. 

 

Stress among adults is rising at an alarming rate more people are walking around with high 

levels of the stress hormone, cortisol, which is linked to most diseases, including cancer, 

diabetes, and depression. 

 

Cortisol is one of a number of biological measures of psychological stress.  Psychological 

stress occurs when the demands of our lives are greater than what we feel we can manage. 

 

Can practicing a simple, 20-minute recorded body scan helps to ease both forms of stress? A 

team of German researchers decided to find out. 

 

Researchers assigned 47 healthy young adults to either a body scan group, or an audiobook 

control group. People in the body scan group were given an Android phone loaded with a 

20-minute guided body scan adapted from the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 

program. The body scan involved paying attention to momentary physical sensations 

beginning with the feet and ending at the head. Although MBSR also includes meditation 

and yoga, researchers wanted to see if the body scan portion alone might help reduce 

stress. Book group members were given an audiobook of “The Madman’s Tale” by John 

Katzenbach. Both groups were asked to listen to their recordings for 20 minutes per day, 

each day, for eight weeks. 

 

Mindfulness and Stress Hormones 

 

How a Body Scan Practice Reduces Stress 

 

At the end of eight weeks, cortisol levels declined in the body scan group but went up in the 

book group. This means that the body scan group, as a whole, showed less biological stress 

at the end of the study than did the control group. Interestingly, both groups reported less 

psychological stress at the end of the study regardless of these biological changes. 

 



“Many people are confronted with a high-stress load, resulting in the onset and progress of 

mental and physical problems,” says lead author of the study, Dana Schultchen of the 

Institute of Psychology and Education at Ulm University in Germany. She believes that we 

need “a practical and suitable approach” to reduce stress quickly. “Findings of the study 

showed a decreased stress level after an eight-week body scan training, especially for 

biological markers,” Schultchen explains. She adds that “a daily effort of a 20-minute body 

scan training is enough to reduce the stress level.” This study is one of the first to tease 

apart the ways in which a singular component of a mindfulness intervention, the body scan, 

might directly reduce biological stress. As such, it makes an important contribution to a new 

generation of research that will allow us to better understand why and how mindfulness 

works, and for whom individual practices may be of greatest benefit.  


