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Words: Heather Mason 

USING 
YOGA 
TO SUPPORT 
MENTAL  
HEALTH

Heather Mason is the founder of The Minded Institute, a 
leading voice in the use of yoga therapy in the treatment of 
mental health conditions and co-founder of the Yoga and 
Healthcare Alliance (YIHA), a social enterprise devoted to 
integrating yoga into the NHS.
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Some of the most promising 
studies suggest yoga practice 
is correlated with changes in 
the structure and function of 
the brain. These measurable 
“neuroplastic” changes are not 
just exciting and vindicating, 
they also show why and how 
yoga can benefit people who are 
struggling with their emotional 
health.

“If your autonomic nervous 
system is balanced out, then the 
rest of the brain works better”

Dr. Chris Streeter, associate 
professor of psychiatry and 
neurology at Boston University 
School of Medicine

A landmark moment in 
the study of yoga and mental 
health occured in 2007, led 
by psychiatry professor Chris 
Streeter. They observed that, 
in yoga practitioners, just one 

A study published 
in August 2020 
found that yoga 
was significantly 

more effective 
for generalized 
anxiety disorder 
than standard 

education 
on stress 

management 
promoting 

discussions in the 
press regarding 
the viability of 
offering yogic 

interventions on 
the NHS.

hour of yoga asana practice 
was correlated to an increase 
in the neurotransmitter GABA. 
This was followed in 2010 by 
a further study from Streeter 
which confirmed that yoga led 
to significantly increased GABA 
levels even when compared to a 
metabolically matched walking 
exercise.

Low levels of GABA is 
a feature of mental health 
conditions such as anxiety, post-

Yoga and 
Mental 
Health 
Many people suffering from 
mental health issues and trauma 
have found themselves drawn to 
yoga as a form of self-care, and 
as the popularity of this practice 
rose worldwide, the chorus of 
anecdotal evidence concerning 
its benefits inspired researchers 
to find out more.

The result is a continuing 
effort to discover the potential 
therapeutic effect of yoga for 
illnesses such as depression, 
post-traumatic stress disorder 
and anxiety, and a wealth of 
existing research.

While some studies have 
been limited by small sample 
sizes and a reliance on self-
reported results, there have 
been many examples of 
ground-breaking research, and 
confidence is growing in the 
use of yogic techniques as an 
adjunct treatment for a variety 
of mental health conditions.

ithin the Yoga Sutras, ancient sage Patanjali 
states that “yoga leads to a cessation of the 

fluctuations of the mind”. Practitioners have 
long sought to achieve mental balance, clarity 

and even enlightenment through yoga, and in 
recent decades there has been growing interest in the psychological 
benefits yoga may confer. 

In the UK, a survey from Nuffield Health found that yoga was 
one of the exercises people were most likely to take up during the 
coronavirus lockdown.1 With the unique pressures of COVID-19 
exacerbating an already acute mental health crisis, understanding 
exactly how (and to what extent) yoga can help people maintain 
mental wellbeing has become even more important.

Yoga Has An 
Impact on Key 
Neurotransmitters 
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traumatic stress and depression, 
while also being found in 
those living with chronic 
pain. GABA is an inhibitory 
neurotransmitter, calming down 
the brain by obstructing the 
feedback loops key to our stress 
and fear response and reducing 
the negative rumination 
associated with mental health 
disorders.

The increase in GABA could 
promote psychological wellbeing 
in people living with mental 
illness by facilitating a shift in 
perception and physiological 
reactions - creating a mental 
state which helps them engage 
more effectively with further 
treatment, such as talking 
therapies. However, this isn’t the 
only way in which yoga has an 
impact on brain chemistry.

Studies demonstrate that 
people who live with depression 
exhibit elevated levels of 
cortisol throughout all points 
of the day when compared to 
people without depression. 
Known as the “stress hormone”, 
heightened cortisol is linked to 
changes in our brain, with the 
hippocampus and prefrontal 
cortex (which are involved in 
emotion regulation, memory 
forming and decision making) 
appearing to lose volume, while 
the amygdala (responsible for 
our fear and stress response) 
gains volume. 2

Promisingly, yoga is 
associated with a reduction in 

If your 
autonomic

 nervous system is 
balanced out, then 

the rest of the brain 
works better.

“ “
cortisol3 and the effect has even 
been observed immediately 
after a yoga class, suggesting 
that the benefit isn’t confined to 
long-term practice. It’s theorised 
that breathing exercises, which 
play a hugely important role in 
the practice of yoga, induce the 
body’s “rest and repair” mode, 
acting as a circuit breaker to 
the physiological feedback 
loops which govern our stress 
response. 4

Mindfulness (another 
integral feature of yoga) has also 
been found to lead to density 
changes in the brain which are 
the opposite of those caused 
by depression. In exciting and 
ongoing research, Sara Lazar of 
Harvard University discovered 
that 3-months of mindfulness 
meditation resulted in decreased 
amygdala size and a greater 
hippocampal volume. 5

 facebook.com
/official.yogam

ag


