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Meditation has long been part of Eastern
practices and recommended by alternative
health practitioners. 
With the widespread adoption of yoga,

breathing exercises and general mindfulness,
meditation has become much more main-
stream and something many traditional physi-
cians now recommend to their patients.
According to the yoga equipment supply

company Gaiam, meditation is an approach to
training the mind that is similar to the way ath-
letes train their bodies. Many meditation tech-
niques exist, and the term meditation refers to
an overall discipline rather than one specific
activity. People who have been meditating for
some time may be able to rest their brains for
extended periods of time. Some may need to
work up to it. 
Others practice focus-specific meditation,

which makes them focus on a sensation or a
particular object to tune out other distractions.
Another option is open-monitoring medita-
tion, which involves paying attention to all of
one’s surroundings. Instead of reacting, you
just notice things as they are.
The brand-building company Buffer says

that meditation produces measurable changes
in the brain. Modern technology like MRI
scans show a decrease in beta waves during
meditation. Those waves normally indicate

that the brain is processing information. Medi-
tation helps to slow or stop that processing. 
Meditation has been long studied as a way to

induce relaxation and help alleviate stress. In
the 1970s, Herbert Benson, MD, a researcher at
Harvard University Medical School, coined the
term “relaxation response.” In Benson’s words,
this is “an opposite, involuntary response that
causes a reduction in the activity of the sympa-
thetic nervous system.” Meditation helps
achieve that.
Meditation may produce many different

health results. Some are immediate, and oth-
ers are cumulative. Here are some changes a
person may see:
• better focus while not meditating
• reduced anxiety
• lower blood pressure
• lower blood cortisol levels
• greater feelings of well-being
• reduced feelings of stress
• ability to cope better with challenging situ-

ations
• potential benefits on immune system func-

tion
Meditation is a skill someone learns with

practice. It’s never too early or too late to learn
how to meditate. Online courses and neigh-
borhood studios can help people get on the
road to wellness through meditation. 

Potential medical benefits of meditation

A few generations ago, dining out
was an experience reserved for spe-
cial occasions. However, until re-
cently, when restaurants were shut-
tered in the wake of the public health
crisis prompted by the spread of
COVID-19, many people were din-
ing out multiple times a week. 
Hospitality solutions provider

Fourth surveyed 1,000 American
adults in 2019 and 56 percent report-
ed dining out at least two to three
times per week. Ten percent said
they ate out four to six times each
week, while 6 percent said they
dined out everyday. 
People accustomed to relying on

restaurant for meals multiple times
per week may be unaccustomed to
cooking many meals at home, which
has become the norm thanks to re-
strictions placed on restaurants and
other food-related businesses as part
of COVID-19 social distancing pre-
cautions. 
Learning how to shop for food and

prepare items by maximizing avail-
able ingredients can reduce trips to
the store and help people reduce
food waste at a time when food is not
as readily available as it once was.

Plan meals/browse 
circulars
Meal planning and shopping lists

are vital tools for people preparing

meals at home. Without doing so, in-
dividuals can be left floundering in
the supermarket, spending more
money than necessary and making
impulse purchases (all the while for-
getting items they truly need). Use
sales circulars to browse weekly dis-
counted items at stores. Build a
week’s worth of meals off of these
sale items — going so far as to write
out a cursory menu — then fill in any
extra ingredients or staples needed
on a shopping list. Leave a day or two
for leftovers. Try organizing the list to
follow the natural layout where
items are arranged in the store.

Shop smart
With paper and pen in hand or a

digital list compiled on your phone,
go aisle by aisle and check off items
as they are added to the cart. If you
are shopping for food you hope will
last a week or more, consider substi-
tuting canned and frozen foods and
other nonperishables for fresh items
because they can be stored for
longer periods of time. “Club size” or
“family size” packages of foods may
cost less per volume and can be sub-
divided and stored for later use.

Minimize waste
Cook only as much as is needed

for the household. Generally speak-
ing, a meat or poultry serving of

three to four ounces per person is
adequate. That means a roast or
steak of 11⁄2 to two pounds is fine for
a family of four. Use up older frozen

or perishable foods first. Store foods
properly and use them before the
use-by date. Wrap up leftovers and
turn them into new meals.

With proper planning and smart
thinking, homecooking can be more
efficient and less wasteful.  

Follow these tips for planning efficient home-cooked meals

According to the National
Institutes of Health, there are
two types of clinical research:
observational studies and
clinical trials. 
Observational studies ob-

serve people in normal set-
tings, and during these stud-
ies, researchers gather infor-
mation, group volunteers ac-
cording to broad characteris-
tics and compare changes
over time. Observational stud-
ies sometimes help re-
searchers discover new op-
portunities for clinical trials,
which are research studies
that aim to evaluate medical,
surgical or behavioral inter-
ventions. Clinical studies are
often how researchers learn if
new drugs and treatments are
safe and effective.
Clinical trials are somewhat

routine, though they tend to
capture the attention of the
general public during public
health crises. For example,
much attention was paid to
clinical trials during the recent
COVID-19 outbreak as re-
searchers hurried to develop a
vaccine for the novel coron-
avirus. 
Cancer researchers utilize

clinical trials to advance treat-
ments and as part of ongoing
efforts to find a cure for all
types of cancer. In the United
States, these trials must go
through various phases as
outlined by the Federal Drug
Administration. During these
phases, treatments are tested
and researchers try to find ap-
propriate dosages while also
documenting any potential
side effects. A clinical trial
must go through three phases
before a drug can be approved

for use.
• Phase I: A phase I clinical

trial tests an experimental
treatment on a small group of
people, typically healthy peo-
ple between the ages of 20 and
80. Phase I aims to judge the
safety of a treatment and find
any side effects while also de-
termining dosage.
• Phase II: More people are

typically needed for a phase II
clinical trial, which may re-
quire as many as 300 partici-
pants. The NIH notes that a
goal of phase II trials is to ob-
tain data regarding the effec-
tiveness of the drug on people
who have certain diseases or
conditions. Safety, particularly
in regard to short-term side ef-
fects, also is studied during a
phase II trial, which can last
for several years.
• Phase III: Different popu-

lations and different dosages
are studied during phase III
trials, which may require the
participation of several hun-
dred, if not thousands, of peo-
ple. Positive results during a
phase III trial typically result
in FDA approval.
Once a drug is approved by

the FDA, a phase IV trial is
conducted to study the effec-
tiveness and safety among
large, diverse populations.
The NIH notes that the side ef-
fects of a drug may not be-
come clear until more people
are studied over very long pe-
riods of time, which is why
drugs are often studied even
after they’re approved by the
FDA.
Information about partici-

pating in clinical trials in the
United States can be found at
www.nih.gov.

Understanding
clinical trials


