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Abstract

Yoga is a way of life comprising mental, physical and spiritual attributes to achieve
holism, meaningfulness, excellence and completeness in all walks of human functioning.
It entails energizing and fuelling processes which lead an individual to make a balance in
his/her personality and incite him/her to achieve greatest social, psychological, spiritual
and moral coordination juxtaposed with most creative and productive functioning at
individual, family, community, societal, national, international and cosmic levels. The
present paper attempts to explicate and assess the role of yoga and yogic practices in
achieving, preserving and promoting mental health. The curative, preventive and
promotive role of yoga and yogic practices in mental health and human functioning have
been discussed and substantiated. The major psychotherapeutic practices and
techniques based on yoga and yogic practices have been discussed in length. In addition,
the mechanisms through which the yoga and yogic practices exert their influences on
mental health and human functioning have also been given sufficient place based on
scientific findings of psychological science.
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Background: Although widely popular for physical benefits, Yoga has been underutilized
for the promotion of mental health. Health professionals and general public continue to
remain in different about the suitability of Yoga for treating mental disorders, managing
psychological wellness of patients and promoting mental health of the normal population.

Yoga is currently blooming worldwide. It is being practiced by citizens of all the
continents of the world. Indeed Yoga has become widely known and has been used for
treatment of chronic health conditions, and management of the symptoms related to
acute physical ailments.! But, does it yield mental health benefits too? Can it replace
traditional psychotherapy? Can it manage mental health conditions of patients suffering
with serious physical ailments? Does Yoga constitute something more than maintaing
body postures, breathing practices and meditation for promotion of psychological health?
Can the great feats performed by the famous Yoga practitioners be empirically validated
through scientific studies? These are some questions which have often been less
attended. Although, governmental and non-governmental organizations are gearing up
for implementing Yoga in schools and other settings for improving health. however, the
mental health service is still being perceived as dependent on deficiency-oriented models
of treatment.

4023 | Banasri Kumar Yoga For Mental Health: Opportunities And
Challenges


mailto:2016banasri@gmail.com
http://medcraveonline.com/MOJYPT/yoga-for-mental-health-opportunities-and-challenges.html#ref1

In the Indian tradition, Yoga was conceived as a pathway towards attainment of joy in life,
freedom from sorrows, mental balance and peace. Since antiquity, the seekers of self-
realization (often called as Rishis or Yogis) have been using yogic practices for restoring
mind-body balance in order to make them capable for attaining spiritual realization. The
ultimate states of human mental health development have been described useing
different terms. For example, Buddhists use notion of ‘Nirvana’, Samkhya | system uses
‘Moksha’, Vedantists use ‘Atmasakshaatkar’ etc. But all these notions converge in their
meanings that it involves liberation from suffering. Sage Patanjali, who collated,
coordinated and systematized the system of Yoga, declared the main objective of Yoga as
regulation of mind in the first aphorism of famous Yoga Sutra (Yogah
ChittvrittiNirodhah).2 Bhagvad Gita, which elaborates comprehensive typologies of Yoga,
also states the need of Yoga for removing sorrow and increasing bliss in life. Hath Yoga, a
yogic tradition focusing on physical modus-operandi for realizing deeper states of
consciousness, emphasises on postures, breathing patterns, energy locks and
contemplation to enhance energy and vitality.

Many features and practices of Yoga deal with psychological disorders and for promoting
psychological wellness. First, Yoga can induce harmony in mind-body
functioning.? Second, being experientially-rooted; it can be adopted considerably with
much ease in comparison to the existing psychological practices.* Third, since training
and taking the service of yoga therapist is cost effective it has promising potential to
address mental health concerns of the people. According to an estimate in India alone, by
using yoga for treatment of mental illnesses in India, approximately $145 billion month
may be saved which are spent to meet medication cost, doctor’s fee, and travelling cost to
meet the doctor. There are indirect savings also which acrue owing to loss of wages,
disability, absenteeism and unimaginable substance abuse.> Fourth, it can also alleviate
multiple physical, emotional and social sufferings holistically. It may be noted that
efficacy of any psychological therapy is multiply determined by factors either in the
environment or in the attributes of the client or therapist but not by highly aclaimed
theory-based techniques. Gradually demand for personalized, eclectic, and intuitive
therapeutic approaches is on rise. Consequently, use of yogic practices as an adjunct to
other forms of psychotherapy, is frequently reported.

Yogic practices for mental health Since, ancient times, Yoga has been conceived as plural
in its composition , meanings and practices (i.e., Hathayoga-PhysicalYoga, Gyan Yoga -
Knowledge Yoga, Bhakti Yoga- Emotional Yoga, Raj Yoga-MentalYoga, Layayoga-
MeditationYoga) with singularity in its’ objective to promote mind-body fitness. In
contemporary times, Hathayoga (PhysicalYoga) is getting further diversified into
different styles. Deeper understanding of these forms of yoga reveals that certain
components including ethical and moral principles, posture (Asana), breathe regulation
(Pranayama), chanting particular sounds (Mantra), introspection (Pratyahar),
contemplation (Dharana) and meditation (Dhyan) are common among these.
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Ethical principles: Ethical and moral principles are foundational constituents of Yoga.
Two types of ethical and moral conditions-Yama (ethical standards including integrity,
non-stealing, celibacy, treating others kindly and practicing moderation in use and
storage of anything) and Niyama (individual observances for augmenting yoga practice)
are espoused in Ashtanga Yoga tradition innunciated by Patanjali. In totality their
practice not only strengthens the multiple effects of Yoga but also may provide additional
psychological benefits.

Asanas (postures): Yogic Asanas are bodily postures which stretch, strengthen, and
relax different muscles and the various parts of body. They are performed in the state of
relaxed awareness. Yoga Sutra defined Asana as a comfortable posture. These are known
to be developed through careful observation of positions of different animals.
Performance of an Asana rejuvenates the autonomic nervous system and lubricates
muscles, ligaments and joints of the body through internal massaging and release of
emotional blockages and centering of self in the present moment.®

In the Yogic tradition, next to Asana (posture) is regulation of breath (Pranayama). It is
considered as a mainstay for the regulation of mental processes. In this technique, a
variety of methods of inhalation of air, expelling it out and holding the air inside or
outside the lungs are prescribed. In some highly advanced kinds of Pranayama (breath-
regulation) mere conscious visualization of receiving vital energy without any actual
breathing is undertaken. Pranayama is well-known to reduce stress responses and
improve physical and mental health.”

Chanting of mantras has been an age-old tradition in the different religious. traditionsThe
Hindu religious texts emphasize several benefits of chanting of ‘Om’ ‘Gayatri mantra’ and
many other mantras. Empirical studies have suggested curative power of mantras for
depression, stress responsesand promoting cognitive functioning including
improvement in attention-span, memory and self-concept.

Pratyahaar (contemplation):It involves withdrawal of sensory awareness from
attentiveness for external objects. Different forms of Pratyahaar (i.e., Yoganidra,
Shavasana, Vipashyana, Prekshaaetc) are widely known to alter the perceptions and
mental responses to both external and internal stimuli, slowing -down of reactivity and
instill a greater control over stressful situations. Yoga Nidra has been found to be effective
in reducing symptoms of hypertension more than other types of relaxation techniques
(i.e.,, Broota Relaxation Technique, Jacobson’s Progressive Muscle Relaxation) used in
psychotherapy.

Meditation: In recent years growing body of evidence has grown on particular types of
meditative techniques including focusing attention on present moment or a fixed
stimulus such as one’s breathe, some use imagery, or observe own thoughts rather than
suppressing or engaging with them. Meditation has been found to yield positive effect on
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well-being among healthy as well as patients of severe disorders. In short-term, it reduces
heart rate, respiration, skin conductance, cortisol levels, and increases alpha waves and
promotes health, cognitive functioning, creativity, and empathy. It has also been useful
for management of conditions such as hypertension, chronic pain, anxiety, and
depression in long-term. In sync with potentials as mentioned above, the following
section presents review of select yogic practices for their efficacy in handling health
problems and challenges of well-being.

Results and discussion

In view of recently upheld view of mental health, we reviewed mental health
opportunities of Yoga in dealing with minor mental health problems, resolving major
disorders, population specific issues, healing to survivors of natural calamities, and for
promotion of well-being.

Yoga and minor mental health problems

Anxiety, stress and depression usually pervade in our lives. We often consider them as
minor problems, but if they remain unresolved and unmanaged, they can lead to major
psychological disorders. Evidence indicates that yoga is superior in its favourable effects
for mitigating the effects of anxiety, stress and depression.! In view of positive effect on
feel-good neurotransmitters, alpha-wave activity, vagal tone, serum prolactin, but
reducing oxidative stress, level of lipids, serum cortisol, down regulation of the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and alkalinity, Yoga may have immense utility for
quietening arousal, tension, sadness, feelings of guilt, suicidal ideation and further the
sense of harmony, balance, tranquillity and deep relaxation at neurobiological level of
functioning. Practice of postures can raise distress-tolerance level and reduce emotional
eating tendencies in stressful situations. None of the entertainment activities including
laughing, socializing, playing enjoyable game or shopping can calm our mental state to a
greater extent than yoga because all these engagements need certain degree of
stimulation of nervous system. Even walking has been reported not to induce greater
effects on our emotional functioning and anxiety level than Yoga. In view of ample
evidence for causal linkage between stress and many chronic diseases (i.e. heart disease,
cancer, stroke, diabetes etc.), Yoga can be appropriate as a stress management approach
not only to reduce emotional negativity but also to reduce the burden of stressed
produced diseases. Irritations which are part of daily life can be reduced through the
practice of Yoga. In the patients suffering from life threatening illnesses also, it can reduce
fatigue and insomnia. By developing mindfulness, Yoga reduces automatic reactive
tendency and increases pro activity in difficult situations impelling anger or fear. If life
style corrections get coupled with yoga practice, it may reduce anxiety and depression in
persons suffering with gastrointestinal disorder and alienation and negative body image
among normal adolescents L. Due to its positive effect in improvement of resilience and
mind-body awareness, it can help people to adjust their behaviors according to
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environmental demand and personal feelings. Doing Yoga in group may increase
cooperation and collectivism among the group members. 1 By reducing stress responses
including blood pressure, level of stress hormone cortisol, it can be used as potential
alternative to pharmacological approach for patients with stress and anxiety.

Dealing with some major disorders

Traditionally, treatment of major psychological disorders in hospitals and clinics
depended upona pharmacological approach. Although medicine-based cure provides
instant relief but simultaneously it exposes the patients to several negative side-effects
including inflammation and oxidative stress etc. Contrastingly, Yoga, without any
potential side-effects, offers promising possibility for treating multiple psychological
disorders. Several Yoga-based interventions have been developed for relief in symptoms
of major depressive and anxiety disorders, autism spectrum disorders and eating
disorders. Although there is little evidence, yet available research suggests that the
practice of yoga can help managing self-objectification, and disordered eating attitudes.
[t can help patients to reduce symptoms of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.

If used alone or adjunctively with medication, it can bring improvement in several
symptoms of psychiatric disorders like schizophrenia (hallucination, delusion,
motivation, affective flattering and ADHD). Yoga can be used for improving cognitive
competencies including attention-span, memory and vi-motor speed among patients
suffering with depression. In autistic children, practice of Yoga can improve sense of self,
cognitive skills and social communicative behaviours.

Relevance of yoga for de-addiction

Yoga is increasingly being recognized for its ability to transform addicts’ tendency from
self-infliction to care of their bodies by reducing depression, and targeting their stress
responses. The practice of Yoga helps people quitting smoking, alcohol and many other
kinds of addiction. A recent study has indicated the efficacy of Yoga for gradually
abstaining from the use of smoking.

Yoga can assist dealing with several negative emotional states that generate, persist and
compel to continue addiction. For example perceived stress, negative affect and physical
symptoms of withdrawal increase individuals relapse for smoking can be easily mitigated
through Yoga. Several addiction and substance abuse related psychological problems
including stress, reduced capability for emotion regulation skills and thought
suppression can be addressed by Yoga.

Yoga for the people affected by disasters

Disasters destroy not only human lives and property but also threaten personal safety
and collapse social support resulting into several disorders including post-traumatic
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stress disorder, major depressive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and panic
disorder. By increasing present moment living, and mastery over body and mind to
effectively interpret and tolerate physiological and psychological states, Yoga may help
disaster affected individuals to tolerate physical and sensory experiences of fear and
helplessness and increase affect tolerance and positivity of mood. Also, it can be used
effectively to increase mental poise and ability to deal with several mental health related
problems including difficulty in concentration, lack of interest or apathy, feelings of
detachment, exaggerated startle response, sleep disturbances among military and
paramilitary forces which often face terrorist attacks and war-like situation.

Promotion of mental health

Promoting mental health is crucial to raise performance and enhancing the quality of life
and health. By fostering psychological health, several social problems can be addressed
effectively. Yoga, which has immense capacity to promote mental health, has not been
used to cater to the needs of mental health promotion. It can empower people to self-
regulate their emotions, behaviours and cognitive processes. Regular practice of Yoga
may decreases the time taken to fall asleep, increase in the total number of sleep hours,
and feeling of being fresh after sleep in the morning. Although the practice of Yoga only
cannot be complete cure for many chronic ailments but it can uplift patient’s mood and
therefore play an important role in the management of wellness in patients suffering with
different critical illnesses. Among cancer patients, for instance, it can increase acceptance
of life in reality, energy, relaxation, quality of sleep and quality of life.

Conclusion

This review suggests huge potential of Yoga for mental health. Yoga can empower
individuals’ positively to take charge of their own psychological wellness and save a large
expenditure for treatment and prevention of mental health problems. Yoga can take the
form of a new therapy for curative, preventive, protective and promotive objectives at
schools, hospitals, health care centers and in family. It can offer immense help in
sustaining wellness, addressing concerns related with increasing suicidal tendencies due
to examination anxiety, deal with frustration and conflicts in society and to opt career
choices with full awareness of one’s own abilities and potentials.

Psychology researchers need to play an important role to increase awareness of different
forms of Yoga and associated benefits and bust negative stereotypes related to Yoga. We
need to unearth the psychological relevance of different ethical and moral guidelines
espoused in different yogic traditions. Also, researchers need to work on environmental
and individual constraints in the practice of Yoga. To this end researcher has to
experience Yoga not only from a third or second person’s view but also as a first person.
For this, there is a need for greater collaboration between practitioners and researchers.
Eclectic use of quantitative and qualitative approaches of research can help to demystify
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Yoga and make it possible to be accepted as one of the suitable personalized form of
therapy and approach for psychological welfare of human being.
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