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Abstract 
The growing interest in utilizing yoga for the management and treatment of depression and anxiety 
reflects its affordability, appeal, and widespread accessibility. With plausible cognitive/affective and 
biological mechanisms, yoga emerges as a potentially impactful intervention for mental health 
challenges. Preliminary evidence suggests that yoga may offer assistance in addressing depression and 
anxiety, with ongoing larger-scale randomized clinical trials further exploring its potential benefits. The 
current body of evidence particularly supports the efficacy of yoga in alleviating symptoms of unipolar 
depression. Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge potential risks associated with engaging in yoga 
practices. Healthcare providers play a vital role in assisting patients in evaluating the suitability and safety 
of participating in specific community-based yoga classes. This collaborative assessment ensures that 
individuals can make informed decisions about incorporating yoga into their mental health care regimen. 

 
Keywords: Yoga, mental health, healthcare 
 

Introduction 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest among patients, clinicians, researchers, and 

yoga enthusiasts regarding the potential use of yoga for the management and treatment of 

depression and anxiety. Originating in India, yoga has evolved into a discipline widely 

practiced in the United States, with hatha yoga being the predominant form. Hatha yoga 

encompasses physical postures (Asanas), breath control and practices (Pranayama), and 

meditation (Dhyana). Within hatha yoga, various styles, such as Vinyasa or Iyengar, offer 

diverse approaches to practice. The spectrum of hatha yoga classes is broad, ranging from 

dynamic sessions involving the fluid transition between postures to those emphasizing precise 

alignment and posture retention. These classes can span from highly vigorous and aerobic to 

exceptionally gentle. Mindfulness is often a focal point in some classes, where instructors 

guide students to concentrate on their breath and bodily sensations in a non-judgmental 

manner, whether in motion or maintaining specific postures. The diversity within hatha yoga, 

both in style and intensity, caters to a wide range of preferences, making it an adaptable and 

versatile practice for those seeking avenues to address mental health concerns like depression 

and anxiety. 

Yoga holds considerable appeal for individuals grappling with depression and anxiety, owing 

to various factors. Its affordability and widespread availability make it an attractive option in 

numerous locales. Beyond community-based classes, yoga enthusiasts can leverage 

instructional DVDs and books for home practice, fostering convenience and accessibility. 

Tailored classes cater to specific needs, such as those designed for pregnant women. Notably, 

yoga has the potential to alleviate physical pain, a common coexisting condition in individuals 

dealing with depression or anxiety. Furthermore, yoga seamlessly integrates with conventional 

mental health treatments. Its holistic emphasis on promoting both mental and physical well-

being distinguishes it from approaches solely focused on addressing deficits or treating poor 

health. In essence, yoga offers a versatile and complementary avenue for individuals seeking 

a balanced and inclusive approach to enhance their mental health. 
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Potential Pathways through which yoga could enhance 

mental well-being in cases of depression and anxiety 
Numerous potential pathways exist through which yoga 

could exert its influence on depression or anxiety. We 

spotlight two categories of mechanisms: cognitive/affective 

and biological. Within a yoga class, individuals may be 

guided to focus their attention on present-moment thoughts, 

emotions, and bodily sensations in a non-judgmental manner. 

The cultivation of mindfulness, when integrated into daily 

life, encourages an emphasis on the current experience, 

diverting attention from dwelling on the past or fretting about 

the future. Moreover, the promotion of a non-judgmental 

approach within yoga practice may contribute to reducing 

self-criticism. Developing the ability to attend to the present 

experience, encompassing current thoughts and emotions, 

imparts the understanding that these mental events are 

transient. This recognition, in turn, reinforces the notion that 

both negative and positive feelings are dynamic and subject 

to change. Mindfulness-based therapies, aligned with these 

principles, have demonstrated efficacy in mitigating 

symptoms of depression and anxiety. The incorporation of 

these cognitive/affective mechanisms within the practice of 

yoga suggests a multifaceted approach that extends beyond 

the physical aspects, potentially contributing to enhanced 

mental well-being. 

Yoga-based practices potentially play a role in regulating the 

autonomic nervous system, which has implications for 

addressing depression and anxiety. Dysfunctions in the 

autonomic nervous system are linked to both depression and 

anxiety. Yoga practices might act on the underactivity of the 

parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) and the GABA 

systems, partly by stimulating the vagus nerves, the principal 

peripheral pathway of the PNS. Research suggests that yoga 

has the capacity to increase PNS activity and elevate GABA 

levels in the thalamus, with these enhancements correlating 

with improved mood. Additionally, researchers have 

postulated that yoga could positively influence related 

biological pathways. It may potentially decrease activation in 

the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, although current 

evidence on this aspect is inconsistent. Lastly, there is some 

indication that yoga may contribute to reducing 

inflammation. Changes in these biological pathways have the 

potential to impact the underlying pathophysiology of 

depression and anxiety, offering a promising avenue for the 

integration of yoga into mental health interventions. 

 

Exploring clinical trials investigating the efficacy of yoga 

in alleviating depression and anxiety 

Anxiety and anxiety disorders 

Limited research exists on the use of yoga for distinct anxiety 

disorders. However, two independent single-arm trials 

investigating yoga interventions as supplementary treatments 

for individuals with generalized anxiety disorder 

demonstrated a progressive reduction in anxiety symptoms 

over time. In a small cohort reporting "anxiety complaints," 

engagement in yoga, compared to a wait-list control, resulted 

in lower anxiety levels after one month of practice. Currently, 

a more extensive randomized clinical trial comparing yoga, 

cognitive-behavioral therapy, and an educational control 

group is in progress. 

Encouraging findings regarding the impact of yoga on 

anxiety emerge from research comparing yoga to control 

groups, both in individuals without psychiatric disorders and 

those with specific medical conditions. Notably, a meta-

analysis highlighted the superiority of yoga over control 

groups in alleviating anxiety among individuals dealing with 

cancer. Additionally, in women striving to quit smoking, 

yoga proved more effective than a health education control 

group in reducing anxiety and enhancing quit rates. These 

outcomes underscore the potential of yoga as a beneficial 

intervention for anxiety in diverse populations. 

 

Unipolar depression 

In a recent meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials 

(RCTs) examining the efficacy of yoga for clinical 

depression, the findings revealed that yoga was markedly 

superior to usual care, relaxation exercises, or aerobic 

exercise in reducing depressive symptoms. Beyond clinical 

depression, studies have demonstrated that hatha yoga can 

effectively enhance mood symptoms linked to medical 

conditions. Meta-analyses of RCTs specifically focused on 

cancer patients have indicated substantial reductions in 

depression and anxiety associated with yoga practice. 

Furthermore, yoga has shown a significant impact on 

alleviating depression, as well as managing pain in 

individuals with fibromyalgia. There is also promising 

evidence suggesting the potential utility of yoga in addressing 

prenatal depression. These outcomes underscore the diverse 

therapeutic applications of yoga in improving mental well-

being across various contexts. 

 

Post-traumatic stress disorder 

Yoga's potential efficacy in addressing PTSD has generated 

significant interest, albeit with a relatively limited number of 

published randomized controlled trials (RCTs). In a recent 

RCT involving 64 women with PTSD, participants were 

randomly assigned to either a yoga group or a health 

education class. The study's conclusion revealed that 

significantly fewer women in the yoga group met criteria for 

PTSD compared to the alternative group. Another small RCT, 

involving 21 male military veterans, demonstrated that a 

breathing-based yoga intervention led to more substantial 

reductions in PTSD symptoms compared to a wait-list control 

group. Conversely, a separate RCT included 38 women with 

PTSD who were randomized to either Kripalu yoga or an 

assessment control. Both groups exhibited decreases in PTSD 

symptoms; however, the study's size may have limited its 

ability to detect statistically significant differences. Lastly, in 

a non-randomized study, Descilo and colleagues compared 

tsunami survivors experiencing elevated PTSD symptoms 

who underwent a yoga breathing intervention to a wait-list 

control. The results indicated significant decreases in PTSD 

symptoms for the yoga group in comparison to the control 

group. Several ongoing trials investigating the efficacy of 

yoga for PTSD in veterans are currently in progress, as listed 

on clinicaltrials.gov. While the existing literature on yoga for 

PTSD is promising, it remains inconclusive. 

 

Limitations of existing research 

This literature review reveals that, with the potential 

exception of unipolar depression, there is a scarcity of 

scientific studies systematically assessing the impact of yoga 

on mood symptoms, anxiety disorders, and PTSD. Drawing 

conclusions from this body of literature is further complicated 

by significant variations among studies and prevalent 

methodological limitations. Several key issues warrant 

attention. Firstly, the diversity in yoga styles across 

interventions is substantial, with varying emphasis on the 
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intensity of practice, and the extent to which pranayama, 

meditation, and mindfulness are highlighted. Some 

interventions discussed earlier do not adhere strictly to hatha 

yoga, as they primarily focus on pranayama without 

emphasizing asana practice. Secondly, yoga interventions 

differ in terms of "dosage," encompassing class duration, 

frequency per week, and the encouragement of home 

practice. This variability adds complexity to comparing and 

generalizing findings. 

Thirdly, the choice of control groups varies widely, ranging 

from relatively weak controls (such as no treatment) to more 

robust controls (Like physical activity or an alternative class 

designed to match for time and attention). Lastly, a 

noteworthy concern is the absence of blinded evaluators in 

many studies when assessing key outcome measures, such as 

depression or anxiety symptoms. This absence introduces 

potential bias, emphasizing the need for a rigorous and 

standardized evaluation process. Overall, the outlined 

variations and limitations underscore the challenge of 

drawing definitive conclusions from the existing literature on 

the impact of yoga on mental health symptoms. 

 

Considerations for Healthcare Professionals 

In consideration of the current evidence regarding the 

effectiveness of yoga for depression and anxiety, we offer 

recommendations for healthcare providers. If an individual 

with a mood or anxiety disorder expresses interest in trying 

yoga, healthcare providers can suggest exploring the diverse 

styles of yoga available in the community. Patients may be 

encouraged to attend a class for a trial period, assess its 

comfort and effectiveness, and, if necessary, explore 

alternative classes. For individuals who are not physically fit, 

starting with a "gentle" or "beginner's" yoga class is 

advisable. Classes emphasizing mindfulness practices can be 

particularly beneficial for those dealing with depression or 

anxiety. While there is no formal licensure for yoga teachers, 

patients may be guided to select classes taught by Registered 

Yoga Teachers (RYTs) with the Yoga Alliance, indicating 

completion of a recognized training program. 

Despite the potential benefits of yoga, both patients and 

healthcare providers should be aware of potential risks 

associated with participation. Many studies lack systematic 

assessments of adverse events, leading to limited available 

data on the potential risks of yoga involvement. In a survey 

study involving individuals with bipolar disorder who 

practiced yoga, cited risks included practices like rapid 

breathing or extended meditation potentially exacerbating 

symptoms (Mania or depression), physical injury, and 

negative comparisons to other students. Additional risks may 

involve dehydration resulting from a heated room combined 

with psychotropic medications, or adverse psychological 

reactions (Such as panic attacks, flashbacks, or 

hallucinations) during extended meditation sessions. When 

choosing a class, patients are advised to be mindful of their 

own vulnerabilities and risks, including those associated with 

psychotropic medications. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, preliminary evidence suggests that yoga may 

offer assistance in addressing depression, anxiety, or PTSD, 

with the most robust evidence supporting its efficacy in 

unipolar depression. Healthcare providers play a crucial role 

in aiding patients in assessing the suitability and safety of 

participating in specific community-based yoga classes. 
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