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Meditation has been shown to be a cost-effective means to help individuals
reduce stress, alleviate anxiety and depression. Similarly, leisure has been found
to reduce stress, improve mood and contribute to overall health and well-being.
The similarities and differences in outcomes between meditation and leisure sug-
gest that a comparative analysis may determine if and how experiences and out-
comes of meditation may be similar to and different from those of leisure and
provide deeper insights into the ways in which both can contribute to improved
quality of life. The purpose of this study is to examine the similarities and differ-
ences in meditation and leisure as perceived by a range of individuals engaging
in meditation. Results indicate that meditators experience stress reduction, emo-
tional balance and an enhanced quality of life during both their leisure and medi-
tation. Many of the positive experiences and outcomes derived from meditation
render it very similar to leisure. Nevertheless, meditation and leisure also differ
in several important ways.

Keywords: meditation; stress reduction; emotion management; passive leisure

Introduction

Organised and folk religions offer a variety of rituals, activities, practices and events
that appear to have leisure-like aspects. From various forms and types of pilgrim-
ages, festivals, games, feasts, travel, sports to weddings, funerals and other activities,
anthropologists have been interested in religions and how they relate to other aspects
of social life. Chick (1981, 1991) studied the organisation of the religious festival
system in a Mexican village and argued that various religious and ritual activities
are ‘associated with the performance of dances, the playing of games, feasting and
drinking, travel, visiting and other expressive behaviours’ (Chick, 1991, p. 1). In
traditional rural Mesoamerican villages, religion is ‘one of the few systems that
provides community-wide recreational services’ (Chick, 1991, p. 2). When writing
about Burmese supernatural religious activities, argued that they provide a leisure-
like element for people, noting: ‘the holiday mood that accompanies the nat
festivals, a mood that is induced in part by all the conditions absent from this local
ceremony — respite from labour, the donning of festive clothes, a plenitude of food
and drink, and large crowd’ (p. 110).
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Chick (1991, p. 4) describes how festival sponsorship activities in Mexico are
‘primarily of religious devotion, although it can be argued that religion, as an
expressive system, always has intrinsic recreational content’. During the festivals,
many recreational activities were held, including festival meals, gaming, horse rac-
ing, sports events (baseball, soccer, etc.), fireworks, and were accompanied by ice
cream, candy and trinket vendors and sideshows outside the church where ‘[F]ood
and alcoholic beverages were consumed in vast quantities’ (Chick, 1991, p. 4). Inter-
estingly, the activities around festivals were ‘the only form of recreation that is pro-
vided on a community wide basis and are the only one to which all community
members, young and old, male and female, are welcome’ (p. 4). Therefore, religious
activities like festivals can contribute to the social life for people and provide com-
munity wide recreation and leisure.

Meditation, particularly as practiced in the context of Buddhism, does not, at first
glance, seem to be overtly recreational or leisure-like. Nevertheless, we contend that,
in terms of both the nature of the experience and outcomes; meditation has some of
the qualities of leisure seen in activities associated with religion. The purpose of the
study is to determine, first, if, and how, experiences and outcomes of meditation are
similar to those of leisure’s and, second, how the two are different.

Meditation might be viewed as leisure since meditation getaways are done dur-
ing free time and of participants own volition. We argue that meditation is also simi-
lar to some leisure outcomes and suggest that both meditation and leisure contribute
to people’s stress reduction and quality of life enhancement. While meditation is not
associated with competition, sociability or physical activities, many leisure activities
such as playing chess, yoga, gardening, going for a walk, reading, are physically
passive, and like meditation, encourage mental activity. While the nexus between
leisure and meditation is becoming increasingly visible and apparent, a conceptual
discussion linking leisure and meditation is lacking, with a notable shortage of
scholarly work directed at Buddhist meditation or related phenomena (Prebish,
1999). Even though news articles (e.g. Eastman, 2008; Vora, 2008) occasionally
describe meditation as a new leisure style and part of a healthy lifestyle, it needs to
be demonstrated with research-based evidence.

While studies about active leisure, such as hiking, canoeing and kayaking are
common in major leisure journals, there are relatively few studies about passive lei-
sure, such as television viewing, even though television viewing is a much more
common leisure pursuit for North Americans, in terms of time devoted to it, than
any other leisure pursuit (e.g. Robinson & Godbey, 1997). Passive leisure activities
such as television viewing, playing video games and shopping are often considered
sedentary, individualistic and non-interactive; and it is often described as negative
forms of leisure. Historically, however, in East Asian cultures, there are various
positive forms of passive leisure activities that have been practiced for thousands of
years such as meditation, yoga, Tai-chi, Majiang, tea ceremonies and calligraphy.
While research has emphasised the benefits of physical leisure, research has ignored
possible positive outcomes of passive leisure with regard to health and well-being
(e.g. Caltabiano, 1995; Iwasaki, 2003). Thus, while creating a conceptual discussion
to contribute to our understanding of meditation and its similarities and differences
to leisure, the study will also demonstrate some of the benefits of some passive
leisure.
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Similar experiences and outcomes between meditation and leisure

Aristotle said that contemplation is ‘one of the two forms of pure leisure (the other
being music)’ (Neulinger, 1981, p. 7). A growing number of North Americans
engage in contemplative activities derived from eastern religions such as yoga and
meditation, in order to calm the tensions in their lives (Neulinger, 1981). Meditation
fits the definition of leisure, as a freely chosen activity engaged in during one’s
otherwise unobligated time (without having to be religiously obligated to do so),
and has similar outcome qualities.

Stress relief

Meditation can effectively help patients reduce depression, stress and anxiety.
Through meditation practices, including Zen and yoga, people can achieve a deep
physiological state of relaxation (Alexander et al., 1993). Meditation practitioners
showed ‘more relaxed physiological functioning, a greater reduction anxiety, and
reduced tension on the job’ (Alexander et al., 1993, p. 21). Also, meditation can
help people release people’s minds from negative emotions and reduce mental activ-
ities. Through learned breathing methods, the physical system is encouraged to relax
(Layman, 1978).

Similarly, Vegors (1999) argues that healthy individuals are ‘aware of their own
individual feelings and beliefs, and live these in their lives, rather than solely relying
on the environment to tell them how to think and act’ (p. 21). Additionally, ‘a high
percentage of Americans who become interested in Buddhism are drawn to it
because of their hope for peace of mind and relief from anxiety, and most who stay
with it feel that they have attained those objectives’ (Layman, 1978, p. 201).

People who meditate recover from mental and physical illness faster than those
who do not and also recover more quickly from negative life events (c.f. Kabat-Zinn
et al.,, 1992), with one study noting that patients who practiced mindfulness for 10
weeks showed statistically significant reductions in ‘present-moment pain, negative
body image, inhibition of activity by pain, symptoms, mood disturbance, and psy-
chological symptomatology, including anxiety and depression’ (Kabat-Zinn et al.,
1984, p. 163), whilst ‘pain-related drug utilisation decreased and activity levels and
feelings of self-esteem increased’ (Kabat-Zinn et al., 1984, p.163). A comparison
group of pain patients did not show significant improvement on these measures after
traditional treatment protocols. A majority of the subjects subsequently reported con-
tinued high compliance with the meditation practice.

Similarly, leisure scholars have reported that leisure can be a stress coping
resource, whether due to major life events such as divorce, or minor everyday occur-
rences like being in traffic (Caltabiano, 1994). Iwasaki, Coyle, and Shank (2010)
indicates that various leisure helps people reduce stress: ‘relaxing or recuperating
leisure, leisure-time physical activity, outdoor recreation, health tourism, social lei-
sure, spiritual leisure, cultural dancing, pet ownership, leisure “palliative” coping for
taking a break/having a time-out, as well as more systematic TR practices’ (p. 151).
Therefore, individuals may seek social leisure activities for ‘informal disclosure of
problems, information on alternative ways of looking at a problem and ways of cop-
ing with a stressful situation’ (Caltabiano, 1994, p. 28).

One of the unique contributions of leisure as a coping strategy is gaining a sense
of self-control, as people have healthier lives when they feel that they have a higher
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sense of control (Haidt & Rodin, 1999). Stress levels, when related to feelings of
control can even affect the immune system (Godby, 2003). People can reduce stress
from creating an illusion to control, as optimistic attitudes allow more positive feel-
ings (Godby, 2003). As a consequence, as a ‘free-time, non-obligatory’ behaviour,
leisure may provide opportunities for people to feel empowered (Iwasaki, 2003),
and better able to deal with daily difficulties (Kleiber, Hutchinson, & Williams,
2002).

Finally, an increasing number of leisure studies’ scholars argue that spirituality has
become an important motivator when people choose how and where to spend free
time (Schulz, 2001), noting how nature-based leisure/recreation activities might help
individuals reduce stress and achieve spiritual well-being (e.g. Driver, Brown, &
Peterson, 1991; Dustin, 1994; Heintzman & Coleman, 2010). Outdoor recreation
activities also allow people to experience emotions like refreshment, relaxation and
adventure (Heintzman & Coleman, 2010), and ‘once a person experiences these posi-
tive emotions, the potential to have a more internalised meditative experience is
increased’ (Heintzman & Coleman, 2010, p. 75).

Emotion management

Researchers have found that meditation helps with managing emotions. Emotion
management is important because ‘extreme emotional disturbances can adversely
affect us’, (Sapolsky, 2004, p. 3) and many diseases can be caused or made far
worse by stress. When people practice meditation, the brain effectively stimulates
positive emotions like compassion (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). Ekman (2007) discusses the
Buddhist view of emotions, as reaching an awareness to watch oneself creating more
emotional control. Ekman argues that if we become aware that an emotion begins to
drive our behaviour, we can consciously choose the most ‘constructive’ reaction to
the situation. Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, and Finkel (2008) indicate that medi-
tation regularly allows individuals to enhance opportunities for generating positive
emotions by increasing their attention and creating positive relations with themselves
and others, and decreasing their self-consciousness. As a result, they become more
satisfied with their lives and make positive life changes.

Johnson et al. (2009, p. 499) also reported that meditation may reduce negative
psychological symptoms such as ‘diminished pleasure’, ‘diminished motivation’ and
‘little interest or desire for interpersonal relationships’ with help with psychological
recovery.

Leisure too can help individuals enhance positive mood, and reduce negative
mood (Caltabiano, 1994; Iwasaki, 2003; Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981;
Orsega-Smith, Mowen, Payne, & Godbey, 2004; Stone, 1987), by helping them
interpret negative experiences in positive ways (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub,
1989). For example, engaging in nature-based recreation can help individuals
enhance their mood and reduce stress (Hull & Michael, 1995). Individuals may
improve their moods through a brief moment/form of leisure such as exercise during
a lunch break, casual conversation with co-workers or friends or taking a short walk
(Hull & Michael, 1995). Relaxing, enjoyable and meaningful leisure can allow indi-
viduals to have a moment to breathe deeply and just enjoy the activities, which often
contributes to developing hopefulness (Kleiber et al., 2002, 2011).
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Different experiences and outcomes between meditation and leisure

Leisure can help people forget or get away from stressful life events and worry by
keeping the mind busy for a brief period. However, it may only have ‘short-term
value’, since it may not enable individuals ‘to adjust more completely to the prob-
lem’ (Kleiber et al., 2011, p. 390). This short-term effect depends on the kind and
context of activities, since leisure activities vary in the degree to which they are
relaxing. Caltabiano (1994) argues that individuals may take this into consideration
when choosing activities in which to participate. Moreover, some scholars point out
that engaging in a leisure activity does not always have a positive effect, as some
leisure can actually cause stress (Schneider & Hammitt, 1995). For example, the
presence of friends or co-workers may cause stress especially if the activity requires
skills a person lacks, when the individuals involved simply do not enjoy each
other’s company (Caltabiano, 1994), or when they engage in coerced leisure.

The effects of meditation tend to be long lasting with regard to managing emo-
tions, physiological benefits and developing emotional intelligence (e.g. Kabat-Zinn
et al., 1984). Kabat-Zinn et al. (1984) found that ‘the majority of subjects reported
continued high compliance with the meditation practice as part of their daily lives’
(p. 163). On the other hand, Godby (2003) stated that people can reduce stress from
creating an illusion of control, which can be a temporary solution for stress relief.
Also, meditation can contribute to the development of compassionate emotions (e.g.
Ekman, 2007; Fredrickson et al., 2008) which has not demonstrated or reported for
other kinds of leisure.

Research questions

Based on the meditation and leisure literature, I conducted three pilot studies in
spring 2009, spring 2010 and July 2010. I also used information from a personal
diary written over 2010 and my 2008 Master’s research to develop the research
questions for this study. Firstly, are there similarities between the experiences and
outcomes of meditation and the experiences and outcomes of leisure? If so, what are
they? Secondly, are there differences between the experiences and outcomes of med-
itation and leisure? If so, what are they?

Methods

In determining whether the experiences and outcomes of meditation are similar to
and/or different from those of leisure, I' used a descriptive ethnographic method,
using participant observation and formal interviews. While Bernard (2006) notes that
ethnography can involve fieldwork, interviews, surveys, archival data, library work
and experiments, a researcher should use the methods best suited to what he or she
wants to know. Bernard (2006) argues that some studies are impossible to conduct
without participant observation. Hence, my participation in rituals, social events and
other activities with study participants, which included meditation sessions, allowed
me to observe informants, take notes and conduct informal conversations over a four
month period during 2010 and 2011. While my data collection period was shorter
than most anthropological fieldwork, Bernard (2006) notes that many studies using
participant observation can be done in weeks or a few months if the researcher goes
into a study with clear questions (c.f. Handwerker, 2001). Observational data and
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data from informal conversations findings were later combined with formal inter-
views in order to obtain answers to my research questions.

I carried out participant observation in a meditation group in a northeastern US
university community and a Zen meditation group in the same community. Medita-
tors at the meditation group and I gradually built trust as they appreciated my contri-
bution to the group as a founding vice-president during the spring semester of 2011.
I offered meditation lessons twice a week, held social events, advertised the group
and took care of other paper work. Additionally, each Sunday over a five month per-
iod, I visited a local Zen centre to participate in meditation and socialise with visi-
tors, practitioners and leaders. Their meditation session includes an hour discussion
on meditation practices, an hour sitting and walking meditation in the centre, and
another half an hour walking meditation outside in the garden area. Attracting 16—
17 people at a time, I meditated with them, and talked with some of them before
and/or after the sessions.

Through intensive and long-term interactions with participants, researchers can
gain an ‘intuitive’ understanding about them (Bernard, 2006). It took time and effort
to make the participants feel comfortable and close to me. While initially suspicious
of me since I was the only Asian and not in their age group, I became less of a curi-
osity over time life as I volunteered, attended religious rituals, meditation sessions
and other social events. As I gained their trust, they helped my research by sharing
their life histories. This was consistent with Bernard’s notion that once participants
trust that the researcher will not betray their confidence, they will have ordinary con-
versations and ordinary behaviours in his or her presence. Observation was useful
when addressing the research questions that request insiders’ views about a phenom-
enon, Bernard (2006) stated that when researchers want to know what participants
‘actually do’, there is no better way than watching them. As such, I was able to take
photos of the meditation groups and social gathering scenes, and the photos helped
me analyse data by providing effective visual forms when I wrote field notes. These
notes including an objective description of facts, a personal journal and a theoretical
analysis in order to effectively understand the data.

While the interview data had more details and the field notes contained general
information, I brought them together as an ethnography. From interview transcripts
and field notes, 450 pages of descriptions were assembled, allowing me to develop a
‘thick description’ of the phenomenon and search for the multiple and deeper mean-
ings in the data (Bernard, 2006). I looked for the ‘significant statements’, sentences
or quotes that could provide an understanding of how the participants experience
certain phenomenon. I placed the data together under each question, such as out-
comes of meditation, and similarities and differences between meditation and lei-
sure. I then compared and analysed the participants’ perspectives on motivations,
benefits and meditating as a leisure experience. Under each topic, I put the closely
related quotes and notes, and thus I could visually organise the information. As part
of my search for significant statements, I focused on keywords that appeared most
frequently in my data-set. The majority of participants said that meditation helps
them ‘reduce stress and anxiety’ and ‘slow down.’ I also focused on questions and
topics that were frequently addressed. Such topics included: (1) the initial interests
and motivations — coping strategy/life crisis, spiritual path but not religion and cul-
tural curiosity; (2) quality of life — clearing minds and slowing down, cultivating a
frugal lifestyle, being ‘present’, becoming more compassionate, learning the holistic
worldview and managing negative emotions; (3) the similarity to leisure — relaxing,
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freedom or free-ing, experiencing ‘flow’ and socialising; (4) the differences from
leisure — relaxing with alertness, essential/healthy leisure, discipline, structure, effect
on other aspects in life or work, leisure for meditation, being woven together, physi-
cal exercise, pressure for fun and lasting longer of the effect. From the data, these
topics were most frequently mentioned and were based on my literature review, con-
firmed with the field notes, and developed with the transcripts.

I attempted to examine if there were any patterns among the participants, based
on the length of practicing meditation or anything else such as their demographic or
socio-economic characteristics. While analysing the data, I found that proficient
meditators shared similar experiences with respect to their meditation practice as
opposed to beginner meditators. For instance, I found that beginner meditators expe-
rience or expect different benefits and outcomes from their meditation practices in
comparison to proficient meditators. Beginners focused more on just relaxing and
having a quiet time away from daily hassles, while proficient meditators focus on
cultivating their minds and developing compassionate attitudes. I went back to the
field notes and transcripts and looked again, focusing on things most frequently
mentioned from each group. I found that meditators who had practiced more than
20 years showed similar tendencies as opposed to meditators who had practiced less
than 20 years. I drew a line between proficient and beginning meditators using the
20 years of practice as a mark, except for the exceptional case of a Buddhist monk,
whom I placed in the proficient meditators’ because he had intensively practiced for
10 years. I created sub-categories of proficient (V= 6) and beginner meditators (N =
10), revised my initial literature review and refocused my research questions. I cre-
ated categorised responses from the two groups to more deeply understand their sim-
ilarities and differences in their perspectives about their meditation and leisure
(Tables 1 and 2).

In accord with Bernard (2006), who wrote that ‘since total objectivity is, by defi-
nition, a myth’ (p. 349), 1 sought data verification and validity. Using multiple
sources of data such as interview transcripts, field notes and a literature review
helped me to confirm if participants thought my documentation and interpretation
reflected what they wanted to say about their experiences of meditation and leisure.
I then reflected upon the concept of crystallisation that helps represent ways of pro-
ducing knowledge across multiple points of a phenomenon Crystallisation helped to
provide a way of achieving depth, through the compilation of different forms of rep-
resenting, organising, and analysing details. While Cope (2005) notes that a descrip-
tion of a phenomenon as represented by the researcher can be a personal
interpretation, I discussed the findings and interpretations with participants as part of

Table 1. Characteristics of proficient meditators.

Mr.C Mrs.B Mrs. T Mr. S Mr. G Mr. D
Gender Male Female Female Male Male Male
Age 32 60 58 63 65 52
Occupation ~ Monk Zen Meditation teacher/  Professor ~Meditation Yoga/
priest/  English editor for in art teacher meditation
artist international history teacher
students
The length 10 22 32 years 30years  About About

of practice years years 30 years 22 years
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the validation and verification process. I also talked to key informants regularly
about my observations, interpretation and analysis to ensure I did not misrepresent
or misunderstood anything. However, given that the study was limited to two Bud-
dhist meditation groups, the results cannot be generalised to the population of medi-
tators in the United States as a whole. Neither can the results be generalised to
meditation traditions other than Buddhist, such as Sufi, Jain or even secular medita-
tion.

Results
Similarities between meditation and leisure

The majority of participants first became interested in meditation through college
courses such as ‘Buddhism’, ‘World Religions’, ‘Eastern Philosophy’ and visiting
local Zen centres to begin meditation practices. While spiritual, 13 out of 16 partici-
pants did not consider themselves Buddhist or align themselves to any organised
religions.

The similarities between meditation and leisure most frequently mentioned were
stress reduction and emotion management/mood enhancement.

Stress relief

All participants mentioned that both meditation and leisure are relaxing. This was in
line with my participant observation when at the end of meditation meetings; relaxa-
tion and getting the mind off too much thinking were often discussed. One novice
participant, for example, does biking, yoga and fixes things around his house for lei-
sure. He said that biking is similar to his meditation practice because, unlike work,
there is no specific end. He goes biking without knowing where he will go, but he
said that his experience is that he doesn’t think much while doing it and is not think-
ing about anything specific, which relaxes him. The interview data confirmed that:

Meditation should be the most relaxing thing. It may be a bit challenging to get the
hang of it. But if one practices, the more one is used to doing it, the more relaxing it
becomes, concentration should be done with a relaxed body and mind.

Most participants believe that both meditation and leisure are relaxing. One par-
ticipant said, ‘Exercise makes me relaxed ... when I finish it body is relaxed like
meditation ...” Another participant said that kick-boxing is similar to meditation:

I learn all the moves and putting all the moves together into a sequence. I can’t really
think about anything else ... So I can’t think about work when I am there. So, it’s
almost like meditation. I have to be in the present listening to the instructor and prac-
ticing what we are doing. So, kick-boxing has been almost like a meditative thing for
me.

Thus, participants perceive that leisure and meditation experiences can be similar
because they both provide relaxation. In addition, ‘freedom’ was often mentioned
during the interviews. A monk pointed out the importance of freedom for
meditation:
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My mind is much less bound up by worry or self-consciousness, or wanting ... so it’s
much freer ... It’s helpful in having freedom from wanting, wanting, wanting ... Even-
tually, the mind doesn’t crave nearly as much for the things.

Buddhist practice is about freedom, freedom from suffering ... there are lots of ways
to release suffering.

Similarly, some novice meditators mentioned that they meditate when they feel
like it, which is how they also define leisure. Like their leisure, they indicated that
they meditate when they have free time or when they want to do it.

Several novice meditators mentioned that they experience an intense concentra-
tion — ‘can’t think of anything else’ — while engaging in some leisure activities such
as running, playing music and drawing; and draw similarities to their meditation
experiences. They get into the activity very deeply with intense concentration with-
out caring about what’s happening outside. For example, one novice participant said
that playing music is similar to meditation because he can’t think of anything else
when playing music. Similarly, another participant said:

both music and art and meditation all require certain brain states ... when you play
music, you getting to this zone ... so you start playing, and you begin to hear what
you are playing ... you feel it, and then becomes black-out ... This cycle of hearing,
feeling and playing, and as you keep going further into this music ... forget about
everything else. 1 am getting really close to the present ... It’s very close to focus
things because you are not thinking about anything. You are not even thinking about
playing ...

similar for art ... very focused cuz you have a canvas, or drawing pad ... it’s a very
clear focus, this is your world ... There is nothing else exists outside this canvas ... |
think meditation, how I’ve been doing it, is similar brain state in that everything else
sort of evaporates. But it’s more open, it’s more blank ... the similarity that you can’t
be really thinking that much, at least consciously. You just sort of allow your brain to
do something. That’s why I’ve been practicing meditation that has been more open-
awareness.

Participants mentioned that when they engage in some leisure activities for a cer-
tain time, they achieve an intense concentration, ensuring that they are not able to
think about anything that is happening outside. They perceived that this focus and
concentrated state is similar to their meditation experiences.

Emotion management

Many participants mentioned that they meditate in order to gain the control over
their motions. They reported that they like to save energy from negative emotions
and the negative consequences that arise from such emotions. They felt that when
they stay positive, they can focus on more important things. For example, veteran
meditators noted that:

We can transform negative emotions or better yet, cease from generating attachment to
thoughts — which leads to emotions of all kinds, negative or positive and free ourselves
from being pulled along by emotions then every situation is seen clearly as it is neither
negative or positive.

My life has slowed down, become more peaceful and calm (after starting to meditate).
I can more easily accept and work with various forms of discomfort — both physical,
psychological and emotional. The core of practice is simply to be and to accept every-
thing just as it is.
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You can get a massage. But, the real suffering that causes everything else is the suffer-
ing that comes from not really understanding. And knowing who we are, and who we
truly are ... we get depressed, we get anxious, we are fearful, or we are angry ... You
might think these are the feelings that I have ... I feel tired, I feel sad, I wanna cry,
and my heart-ache. Those are my sensations. But ‘I am not contained in that.” T am not
contained in those. I am everything. I can’t be reduced to that to those sensations. I am
not that self.

We take the discipline (meditation) in control, if we meditate everyday ... the disci-
pline, control of your emotion ... (meditating) for 15 or 20 min, and then you are
already on that path, take control of emotion.

One novice participant also sought control over his emotions to deal with the
perceived gap between his ideal self and the reality. It appears that meditation helps
people develop greater confidence in themselves so they don’t have to dwell too
much on people’s negative comments, or get affected by high societal expectations.
Thus, meditation can contribute to people’s psychological health by generating posi-
tive emotions, confidence and inner strength, and by decreasing self-consciousness.

Differences between meditation and leisure

I found there are different qualities between meditation and other kinds of leisure
such as physically inactive (i.e. TV viewing) leisure and competitive, sociable and
physically active leisure. Some meditators mentioned that ‘leisure is more like doing
whatever I feel like doing’, while meditation requires more discipline, schedules and
structures. In addition, whilst like leisure, meditation may affect other aspects of
one’s life such as relationships and work, other leisure is more to enjoy the moment
and escape from short-term worries. Some meditators mentioned that other leisure
(i.e. hanging out with friends, getting a massage, having a beer) is a temporary solu-
tion from worries and other stressors. Meditation was seen as a long-term solution
because meditation deals with problems at a deeper level, and the effects last longer.

Different kinds of relaxation

Even though ‘relaxation’ is a similar concept shared across meditation and other lei-
sure, additional dimensions regarding the attitude to relaxation emerged. A veteran
meditator noted that ‘“The actual practice of meditation includes relaxation, attention
and awareness’. Several veteran meditators emphasised that the kind of relaxation
achieved from meditation is different from just relaxing through television viewing
or other fun activities because they actively have to work on forgetting negative
feelings. For example:

The practice precisely is relaxing and learning about stress, and what causes it. Then
one learns to resolve stress, and the internal causes as opposed to escaping some exter-
nal stress.

Some people see meditation and retreats as kinds of vacations where they just go once
in a while to relax and enjoy themselves like going to a spa ... However, those kinds
of people aren’t able to really get benefits from meditation. They just see it as a kind
of external activity that they do to ‘get away’ or to enjoy themselves for a bit. Then go
back to the stress and worry of daily life. That’s a ‘meditation tourist’ attitude, I guess
you can call it or ‘retreat center tourist’.
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All the while trying to maintain a mental state of relaxation yet alertness, calmness yet
clarity, as opposed to running here and there to try to get as many pleasant sensations
as possible.

Thus, meditators would experience relaxation but with a more alert attitude. If
they feel stress, they do not avoid it. Instead, they try to find the reason for it and
try to understand the situation. After working on this and practicing, they can feel
more relaxed not only when they are meditating but also when they are doing other
activities. They pursue relaxation through meditation, but do so focused on creating
a healthy lifestyle and mind. Two veteran meditators pointed out that meditation can
be considered as a form of healthy or essential leisure because it requires a healthy
attitude. For example:

Meditation is an essential practice, not just fun, and not just a way to fix our problems
... going for a massage is a kind of healing leisure. But it doesn’t get to the point,
whereas meditation and self-reflection are ‘essential’ leisures that can help us resolve
in the midst of stress.

Therefore, like other leisure, one of the benefits of meditation can be relaxation,
but it may require individuals to pay more and longer attention to a healthy attitude
and alert mind. This is why meditation may require more commitment than leisure
and a regular schedule to practice.

Discipline
Several participants mentioned that leisure is doing something for ‘a personal rea-

son,” ‘enjoyable,” ‘in my own time’ and ‘for myself.” But, meditation requires more
discipline. For example:

The difference would be, for leisure I do whatever I feel like, whereas meditation, at
least I am trying to follow some discipline ... I have a deeper commitment to medita-
tion, more commitment than to Elk Creek Café.

Leisure is kind of like when people do things that they like, or to get a kind of enjoy-
ment from doing a hobby. It can be a kind of pleasure seeking. Usually monastics, due
to their code of discipline, do not do things like that but rather make use of all time as
a way to practice cultivating their minds rather than letting the mind run after some-
thing pleasurable or leisurely.

I really want to be more regular about that, more committed ... I know there are gonna
be the other people there, so there is kinda accountability thing.

I do it (leisure) for a personal reason in free time. I run, hang out with friends and read.
But, they don’t require discipline like meditation does, so that’s the difference.

Participants emphasised that meditation requires more structure and discipline
than other leisure. Additionally, one novice participant shared his experience of
achieving the first stage [of seven or eight stages of meditation practice], where he
can be in a very peaceful zone under his own control. People may not experience
this kind of achievement through their leisure activities because it requires a great
amount of mental training and dedication.

Also, in certain traditions like Mahayana or Rinzai Zen, the practice disciplines
are strict. When I went to Buddhist temples in Korea (Mahayana), I had to sit on the
floor and tolerate [sitting] pain for hours, since ‘toleration’ is part of the practice. In
mindfulness meditation, however, ‘relaxation’ and taking one’s own comfortable
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position and place are central. The meditation leaders would emphasise that medita-
tion should be relaxing and not involve struggling or trying to force anything, but to
let the thoughts go, watch, then accept and become interested in those thoughts.
Thus, each tradition requires different level of discipline.

In addition to the meditation tradition, the number of years of practice (or even
participants’ age) and the intensity of practice can affect how much participants can
truly and mentally relax. For example, one participant said that he’s been meditating
for about 10 years. I asked him if the longer you meditate, the easier you can con-
centrate. He said that it is true and getting older helps. Thus, it seemed that several
factors help meditators cultivate their minds and/or achieve deeper levels of relaxa-
tion. These include the tradition, the length of practice, participation in long-term
retreats and age.

Structure

I found that some meditators have a structured meditation schedule and these sched-
ules were discussed as a characteristic that differentiated meditation from what they
considered leisure. For example, meditation group meetings and sessions have set
times in certain places and follow certain rules. These mediators shared their struc-
tured meditation practice schedule:

The formal sitting meditation, or any other formal meditation that I do is important
usually, sitting in a quiet place, protected, in a shrine. So that’s different: a place that
happens. And I think most everything else is pretty much the same.

For meditation, I really make it a priority, and I schedule it, whereas I go to the gym-I
don’t schedule. Maybe I have this intention that I am gonna do it. And I may or may
not do it. I may not go to a bike ride, I may not get the book read today, whereas (for)
meditation I am making more of like an appointment with myself.

Because it’s a certain time of the day, that works for me. Ok, 7:30 Wed, I am with this
(meditation) group, will work. I can schedule that ... Maybe I make it more of a prior-
ity. I may not cook something that I wanna cook even though I have the time.

Obviously no during the winter (regular gardening). I don’t like (to garden) every
Thursday night. Some ways, meditation is more structured than other leisure.

One participant, as an academic, feels like he works for seven days a week and
constantly thinks about his work and research. Thus, he wants to have a time to
block himself off from work and just relax. Another veteran participant said that he
wants to make meditation practice a consistent thing ‘like exercising’ since ‘you
can’t work out once and expect the benefits’. Veteran meditators and meditation
teachers advised novice meditators that it is important to set a certain time and place
to practice meditation because it creates good energy in time and space. They
believe that the accumulated good energy helps us to practice even better.

Effects on other aspects in life

The majority of the participants mentioned that meditation affects their life and
work. Some novice meditators mentioned that it is not about spending time on medi-
tation, but more like investing time because of the constructive outcomes for their
life and work. One novice participant said that:
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... when I meditate on a regular basis, it’s easier to simply stay with the fish to just eat
and to enjoy. Also, it helps me concentrate and to respond to things rather than just
react. Furthermore, meditation relaxes me ... to slow things down and clear my head. It
slows me down and helps me take things a little less seriously ... When I’'m meditating
on a regular basis, I also can usually remain centered when these things happen. I don’t
get so caught up.

As opposed to this, several novice and veteran meditators noted that hanging out
with friends, laughing with them, doing drugs, drinking and just keeping busy with
activities which might seem like other leisure only offer a temporary solution. For
example:

They look for that (getting away from difficulties) in drugs, in alcohol, or in entertain-
ment, in filling up their planner ... in all kinds of distractions to fill that feeling.

People develop the ways of tricking themselves? Make them think it’s gone away. So,
let’s say you are frightened. You say, just have a beer. Or, how about I go out with
friends and we will laugh, and forget about it. But it really hasn’t gone away. Will
come up again ... so it’s like we all develop temporary solution.

Most of the participants including novice and veteran meditators also mentioned
that with their clearer and more focused minds, they can make better decisions and
see more things more clearly (i.e. solutions and strategies). They also note that their
lives (or things) go more smoothly when they regularly meditate because they have
clearer and calmer minds. One novice participant often felt tired and sleepy but after
meditation, always feels more energised:

I planned to go home straight after meditation, but I actually decided to get more work
done before going home.

If I just take the time, then I think I am more efficient. As far as time, it pays off ...
As investment whereas spending time ...

Furthermore, several meditators including novice and veteran mentioned that
calming down and clearing their minds help them be more efficient at work. They
see the time for meditating as a good investment as it pays off in a practical way.

Discussion

The field notes, transcript data and literature suggest that both meditation and leisure
can help people with stress reduction, emotion management and health. Like leisure,
which involves ‘perceived freedom’ and ‘an internal locus of control’” (Godbey,
2008), similar goals such as freeing the mind and emotional control exist. Study par-
ticipants noted that meditation and leisure are both ‘just for me” and ‘my own time’.
Meditation practice encouraged them to transfer negative emotions into positive
ones; leisure gave them to take a break from stressful situations and interpret nega-
tive experiences in a positive way. They expressed the belief that both meditation
and leisure provide opportunities for getting away from daily hassles/burdens, whilst
enhancing positive moods and reducing negative moods.

However, participants noted differences between meditation and physically
active /inactive leisure. While meditation has its own purpose for informants, such
as goals like wisdom and compassion, it also requires discipline and structure. Some
participants perceive meditation practice as an essential activity, mentioning that
other leisure is more like doing whatever they feel like doing. Even though
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‘relaxation’ as a quality is similar to meditation and leisure, experienced meditators
note that the kind of relaxation brought about through meditation requires more
attention and a calmer attitude. Through their meditation practice, they believe that
they can find stress sources and deal with it at a deeper level instead of avoiding it
by occupying their time with other kinds of leisure. In this way, people can even
achieve ‘higher level’ of freedom by cultivating the mind. As a consequence, partici-
pants point out that the effects of meditation last longer because it solves problems,
with other leisure not enabling individuals to solve the problem completely. Infor-
mants noted that leisure only helps them to temporarily forget or get away from
stressful life events and worry. Unlike meditation practice, engaging in a leisure
activity also does not always help them reduce stress, as some leisure (i.e. overly
competitive or coerced leisure) can actually cause stress. Therefore, meditation can
help people understand how to use their unoccupied time as a healthy form of lei-
sure. These positive effects can last as long as their life time depending on their
practice is a sustained effort.

As well as the difference between meditation and other leisure, the meditation
experience for beginners and veterans differed. Inexperienced meditators reported
that meditation can be calming and relaxing, and enjoy the quiet time alone, but it
also requires hard work because they have to consciously concentrate. On the other
hand, experienced meditators are interested in achieving higher level of freedom and
complete relaxation from worries, thoughts and other external environments. They
also focus on cultivating their minds by deep observation, and actively integrating
meditation methods into their lives in both work and leisure. Thus, instead of block-
ing some time to be quietly alone and relax, they are actively working on achieving
the complete control over their life to be free from external factors. They express
how they have become content with their lives and how their meditation practice
affects their lives in positive ways. Experienced meditators argue that meditation,
leisure and work are not separate, but woven together within a meditative attitude.
They believe any leisure can be part of their meditation practice.

Conclusions

Religious activities can contribute to the social life and provide community-wide
recreation and leisure. There is increasing evidence that peoples’ spiritual
experiences may contribute to spiritual health, stress reduction, intellectual growth,
self-actualisation, meta-physical consciousness and cultural awareness. Leisure
scientists have not paid enough attention to passive leisure activities, even though
passive leisure is extremely common. While many studies about active leisure, such
as hiking, canoeing and kayaking are published in major leisure journals, those stud-
ies related to passive leisure, such as television viewing is rare, even though it is a
much more common leisure activity in the US. Further research into passive leisure
activities that investigate both negative and positive outcomes with regard to health
may demonstrate some of the benefits of passive leisure.

In adding to our understanding of passive leisure literature, this study can
contribute to the theory of serious leisure (Stebbins, 1982). As many Americans
engage in meditation for non-religious reasons, serious leisure may be relevant to
future discussions regarding meditation. This is primarily because meditation
requires a special practice or certain technique that puts it closer to serious rather
than casual leisure.
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In addition to these theoretical contributions, this study shows how meditation is
influencing values and lifestyles in the US. It is important to note that engaging in
meditation may not only provide relaxation, mental well-being or spiritual fulfil-

ment,

but also may allow people to learn about simple and frugal lifestyles. It is also

a new option for those seeking an effective and cost-efficient stress coping strategy.
As people can meditate at home and at their convenience, it can contribute to quality
of life, which connects with multiple perspectives on leisure. Since meditation prac-
tices are recognised as strategies for managing stress and emotions, local or com-
mercial recreation organisations might offer meditation classes to people who are
interested in reducing stress and anxiety with lower costs.

Future recommendations

Note

1. I

The current study suggests meditation is a form of passive leisure, with per-
ceived benefits. This study employs a new lens through which to examine
positive experiences and outcomes derived from meditation that renders it sim-
ilar to leisure. Further research in the future may involve the following: Lei-
sure scholars need to pay more attention to how religion or religious activities
may provide leisure-like qualities to people and society.

Passive leisure needs to be further explored to expand the literature and
develop a deeper understanding about leisure. In addition, the benefits and
positive roles of passive leisure are needed to be recognised. Meditation, in
particular, should be further explored, with particular emphasis on physiologi-
cal, emotional, social and intellectual effects, and the increasing number of
North Americans engaging in meditation. Leisure scholars have over focused
on western contexts or preferences of leisure activities, while ignoring eastern
philosophical or cultural leisure activities, and other culturally diverse leisure
phenomena.

There is a need to study how veteran meditators define leisure as opposed to
beginning meditators, and how meditation, as a form of leisure helps improve
perceived quality of life.

I defined proficient meditators as those had practiced more than 20 years with
daily/intense practice. However, one proficient meditator indicated that he
thinks the experience of an intensive meditation event like 10 day-long retreat
is very important to be a proficient meditator as it provides a different level of
the meditation experience such as deeper cultivation of the mind. I did not clo-
sely examine this as most of my participants had not been on this kind of
intensive retreat, but in future research, this can be added given my definition
of experienced or proficient meditators remains vague and underexplored.

I used a descriptive method to provide more depth. It was incomplete and sta-
tic, since analysis was based on the frequency of the concepts. Thus, quantita-
tive techniques could be added for more ethnographic data, with more
systematic data analysis. In addition, a longer participant observation study
may contribute to provide better and deeper data about this phenomenon.

> refers to the first author.
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