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Abstract: 
The need for effective population mental health promotion approaches is urgent as 

mental health concerns are escalating globally and current allopathic treatment regimens are 
insufficient to bring people towards the state of mental well-being (citation). Successfully 
alleviating stress has the potential to promote wellbeing and prevent illness. Worldwide, yoga 
is gaining popularity as an accessible, acceptable and cost-effective practice for mind and 
body. People are turning to yoga for mental health improvement because of preferences for: 
self-treatment as opposed to clinical intervention; perceived greater efficacy than medication; 
fewer side effects; lack of response to medication. Yoga has minimal side effects and is cost-
effective in comparison with pharmacological treatments and psychotherapy. Yoga’s added 
benefit is that it improves physical fitness and encourages self-reliance. In this brief article 
we discuss the evidence for yoga as a form of mental health promotion, illness prevention and 
treatment for depression. 
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Introduction: 

Despite the fact that over the last maybe twenty years, Yoga has gone from a marginal 
activity to an almost mainstream one here in the West, my impression is that Yoga is still not 
altogether well understood. Most everyone has heard of Yoga, but not everyone really knows 
what it involves. 

Psychologists have long known that moderate exercise is good for depression and 
anxiety. Such exercise can easily be found in Yoga practice. Yoga postures are designed to 
promote physical strength, flexibility and balance. Anyone who has ever taken a Yoga class 
will attest that there are cardio/heart benefits to be had; your heart rate is frequently up while 
performing postures much as it would be if you were performing more conventional exercise. 
Though Yoga gets your heart rate up and your endorphines pumping, it also provides for 
many rest periods. As with any physical workout, Yoga practice concentrates your mind on 
the physical sensations and on the perfection of the postures. The immersive concentration 
factor Yoga provides works as a helpful tonic for anxious and obsessional people. The 
practice of Yoga (or most any other demanding physical exercise) can be a great distraction 
from worry as it forces the mind to attend to the body and the breathing; the moment. 
Reviews on Yoga and Mental Health: 

In a study by Dombek M.(2014), Yoga is a very effective stress reduction and 
relaxation tool. Performance of various postures requires the tensing and stretching and then 
relaxing of muscle groups and joints, which effectively produces relaxation in much the same 
way that a massage or Progressive Muscle Relaxation (a technique used by behavioural 
psychologists) does. Yoga practice also draws attention towards breathing, which produces a 
meditative and soothing state of mind.  
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Yoga methods for stress reduction and self-soothing are generally cheaper than other 

professional interventions (Yoga can be done for free if you know what you're doing, and 
classes are no more expensive than group psychotherapy prices), pretty much safe, free of 
side effects, and empowering in comparison to medication alternatives. 

Yoga has been shown to enhance quality of life in people who are healthy and ill. A 
review study found that yoga is as effective or better than exercise at improving a variety of 
mental and physical health measures such as stress, quality of life, mood states, heart rate 
variability, pulmonary function and so on [2]. A meta-analysis concluded that because weight 
gain and toxicity are side effects of various pharmacotherapies, yoga may be an effective and 
less toxic auxiliary treatment for severe mental illness [3]. In one study yoga improved 
subjective wellbeing, mental health and executive functioning within prison populations [4]. 
Yoga improved the quality of life of pregnant women in various studies and enhanced their 
interpersonal relationships [5]. Studies over the past 15 years have shown that yoga can 
improve psychological health during breast cancer treatment [6], as well as health-related 
quality of life in antipsychotic-stabilized patients [7]. 

In the treatment of mild to moderate MDD, promising results indicate that yoga may be 
applied as aimmunotherapy [8]. Level Two evidence supports the use of yoga as an 
adjunctive therapy [9]. Multiple studies conclude that: a) Yoga is better than no treatment in 
improving mild to moderate depressive symptoms in MDD [10]; b) Yoga is equally as 
effective as TCAs (tricyclic antidepressants) in severe MDD [11]; c) Yoga in combination 
with anti-depressants is better than anti-depressants alone for depressive symptoms [12]. 
Conclusion: 

The practice of yoga shows promise for promoting better population mental health. It is 
acceptable, accessible, cost-effective and encourages self-reliance. Yoga is an individual 
health promoting practice that can be done in groups and supported by communities. Like 
other holistic practices such as tai chi, qigong, meditation and so forth, it includes a 
community component. Practicing yoga together, in workplaces, schools and other group 
settings have shown to promote population mental health [13]. While yoga does not address 
the social determinants of mental illness it does promote a greater sense of inner peace for 
those who partake. 

It appears that deep slow breathing in combination with movement and other aspects of 
yoga are at the heart of yoga’s ability to bring people a greater sense of tranquillity. It meets 
the triple aim of improving health, improving care and reducing cost. A recent article 
questions whether sufficient evidence exists for family physicians to recommend yoga to 
their patients. The evidence-based answer: “Yes, yoga can reduce symptoms of anxiety and 
depression (strength of recommendation [SOR]: B, systematic reviews of randomized 
controlled trials [RCTs] with significant heterogeneity). Across multiple RCTs using varied 
yoga interventions and diverse study populations, yoga typically improves overall symptom 
scores for anxiety and depression by about 40%, both by itself and as an adjunctive treatment. 
It produces no reported harmful side effects.” In some cases yoga is taught for free such as 
yoga clubs in India and other countries. While it may not be for everyone, through a 
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disciplined approach most people with or without mental health imbalances may feel more 
mental ease and relaxation through the practice of yoga. 
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