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ABSTRACT 

Background: 

Yoga is found to be beneficial in depression and the symptoms associated with depression. The 

present review aims to analyse the benefits of yoga on reducing the depressive symptoms.  

Methods: 

Search was done on electronic database on PubMed, and RCTs which measured the effect of 

different yogic practices on depression measured with validated tools.  

Results:  

18 studies including 1108 participants of age group from 18 years to 65 were included in the study. 

Results showed that yoga is effective in reducing the depressive symptoms with significant 

heterogenicity among the studies. 

Conclusion: 

Yoga can be a promising intervention in depression and depression associated symptoms. However, 

there is a need of RCT with larger sample size and improved design to confirm the efficacy.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Depression is a chronic medical illness which affects mood, physical health, thoughts and 

behaviour. This is clinically characterised by loss of appetite, insomnia, lack of interest to do things, 

lack of energy, stress, anxiety or low mood
1,2

. It is a common mental disorder that can affect all 

aspects of life which can lead to problems at living place and to the health
2
. The development of 

depression is linked with other diseases or discomforts like pain of any kind, cancer, cancer 

surviving groups, stroke, post-surgery recovery period or old age. There are multiple therapeutic 

options for depression like drugs, somatic therapies, psychiatric therapies but it is found that the 

prevalence of depression is growing in all the age groups. The recent study has shown that 

depression is higher in students which is linked with suicidal tendencies
3
.  

 

Yoga is known to be an ancient Indian practice which is also adapted to be a mind body therapy is 

of growing popularity in India as well as around the world
4,5,6

. In a survey conducted by USA 

National Health Interview Survey, it is seen that those who have practised yoga reported that the 

reason of participation is for the general well-being and prevention of disease
7
. The present analysis 

builds on the works showing the effect of yoga in different forms of yoga like Hatha yoga
7,8,9

, 

breathing trainings
10,11

,kundalini yoga
12

, iyengar yoga
13

, vinyasa yoga
10,11,14

, sudarshan kriya yoga, 

mindfulness yoga
15

over the effect of standard care provided for depression with drugs, counselling 
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and other methods.From this review, it is noted that yoga could be a considerable safer and cost-

effective management for depression in people of different age groups. The main objective of this 

review is to focus on the benefits of yoga in depression which is safer and to identify the research 

gaps. 
 

 

METHODS 

We screened with the keywords, yoga, depression and depressed moods in PubMed index from 

inception to 2018 and found 671 studies. Looking for the full text papers the search resulted in 307, 

out of which 56 were the Randomised controlled trials and clinical trials. Studies were then 

removed based on the title and abstract screening. 18 studies were finally taken for this review 

which were only RCTs of distinct types. 1108participants were involved in the studies from 

different regions. Systematic and other reviews were also excluded from the review. The review of 

literature was conducted following the ―Scale for the Assessment of Narrative Review Articles‖ 

(SANRA) methodology for quality assessment
16

.  

 

Description of the studies: 

The common inclusion criteria were, participants of all genders, aged 18 years and above, with 

symptoms of depression and depression scores in validated questionnaires. Interventions included 

Yoga in different forms like Hatha yoga, Vinyasa yoga, Iyengar yoga, Mindfulness yoga, breathing 

trainings, with a control group either with the standard medical care or counselling sessions. 

Eligible comparative groups were antidepressants, waitlist, counselling or health education. The 

outcome measures were the reduction in the severity of depression with the validated tools used. 

Commonly the outcome measures were assessed through Beck Inventory Depression – II (BDI-II), 

Hospital Anxiety and depression Scale (HADS), Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ), (QIDS), Beck 

Anxiety Inventory(BAI), Fatigue Symptom Inventory (FSI), Clinical intervention for 

depression(SCID), Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression(HAM-D) both 17 and 24 scores, Mini-

Mental State examination scale(MMSE),  Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS),and Centre for 

Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D).  

 

Data Extraction and Quality assessment: 

Data was independently extracted by two authors, using a standardised protocol format. 

Disagreements were resolved by arbitration, and consensus was reached after discussion. The 

following data was extracted: study title, authors, sample size, country of study, sample size, study 

design, intervention details, observational parameters, outcome measures. Methods of 

randomisation, binding, any sources of bias, self-reporting tools, incomplete outcome and other bias 

were assessed in all studies.  

 

Characteristics of studies included: 

Out of 18 studies included in this review, 7 studies involved recruitment of patients with depression 

as their main concern
17-23

.3 studies involved patients with prenatal depression
24-26

,2 studies on 

depression in cancer patients
27,28

, 2 studies on stress and anxiety associated with depression
29,30

, 3 

papers were on patients having depression because of back pain
31

, cognitive disturbances
32

 and 

dementia
33

. One study reported the general wellness through the yoga breathing program which 

reported the depression levels in the participants
34

.  
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Only 3 studies used standard medical care as the effective control group
21, 26, 31

. Health education 

and counselling was used as the intervention in5studies
17, 22, 24, 28, 30

. Memory enhancement training 

was used as the control intervention method in one study
32

. One study used just a simple relaxation 

in the armchair as the intervention for control group
34

. A study which involved 3 arms (Yin-Yang 

Yoga, Yin-Yang Yoga with Mindfulness and Control group), used no intervention methods for the 

third arm as the control group
29

.Other 7 studies used waitlisted control group or similar yoga 

intervention in a different dose, or attention control as their control arm
20, 25, 27, 19, 33, 18, 23

.  

 

Impact of Yoga Intervention: 

Impact on Clinical Outcomes: 

Among 3 studies using standard medical care as the control group intervention, all the studies 

proved yoga as an effective method in relieving the depressive symptoms and improvement in the 

scores were found. One study where patients with chronic back pain were included in the study, 

yoga was seen to improve not only the depressive symptoms
31

, but also the reduced the pain 

intensity which helped in the reduction in the use of analgesics. But this was not properly recorded 

and so not presented statistically. In study with prenatal women, participants in the interventional 

group found improvement in the gestational age and birth weight when compared with the standard 

prenatal care
26

.  

Yoga perceived to be almost similar to attention control, in one study where attention control was 

used as the intervention for control group, it was found that yoga had a better score in reducing the 

depressive symptoms
18

 and there was a significant change in the depressive scores in BDI-II and 

MINI Neuropsychiatric Interview reports
18, 23

.  

Most studies which had a waitlisted group, it was found that yoga group had significant 

improvement in the depression scores when compared to the waitlisted group. Kirtan kriya which is 

a form of yoga where yoga bhajans are used, was found to be better than the meditation. In this 

study it was attributed to the dynamic involvement of the depressed patients which have improved 

their mood
33

. Iyengar yoga have compared the benefits of yoga in different dose, high, low, and 

found that both groups showed good improvement in the clinical symptoms. The high dose group 

have produced much improvement in the BDI-II scores than the Low dose group
19

.In sudarshan 

kriya practice, the participants showed lowered degree of depression, anxiety and stress when 

compared to the participants who just relaxed in arm chair
34

.  

Impact on economic outcomes: 

There are several factors when it comes to the economic factor in Yoga training, administration and 

practice. Yoga as well known to be a tool of self-care and effectively practised in home by anyone, 

still the instructor or the administrator role plays a significant role along with the environment. Even 

then, yoga can be a cost effective tool
35, 36, 37

, in self-care management when compared to any other 

standard care for depression which involves a cost attached with their own side effects or long-term 

benefits. 
 

 

DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS 

Primary purpose of this review was to describe the nature of studies to evaluate the efficacy of yoga 

in depression. The outcomes of this review shed light and provide evidence for the benefits 

explained for the depressive patients with yoga practice and the wide range of application of 

different yoga practises as in yoga is not just limited to asana practise. Each study in this review 

have shown a positive impact of yoga in depressive patients. A review hasstates that level of 



Annals of R.S.C.B., ISSN:1583-6258, Vol. 23, Issue 2, 2019, Pages. 250 - 256 
Received 15 October 2019; Accepted 22 December 2019.   

 

253 http://annalsofrscb.ro 

depression was significantly reduced in integrated yoga group, but same was not found in exercise 

based yoga
38

. Another review states that there is a weak support of evidence that states yoga as an 

adjunctive recommendation for post-traumatic stress disorder
39

. An umbrella review of review 

summarises that rigorous evaluation with long term follow up periods are recommended to find the 

impact of yoga and substantiate the evidence. 

Yoga having its roots in India, which is universally accepted, the clinical trial in Indian population 

is comparatively less when compared with the other parts of the world. To note the prevalence of 

depression in India
40,41 

evidence states high prevalence of depression found in postpartum 

mothers
42

, post stroke survivors
43

, diabetes patients
44

,medical students
45

,caregivers for blind 

patients
46

,rural population of older adults
47

, and with adolescents with severe academic 

stress
48

.Even though yoga has become a lifestyle habit for many patients with other psychosomatic 

illness
49

, reportedly few studies speak about yoga and its effects on depression for the targeted 

groups.  

These practises have become popular, yet the neurobiological effects of these practices are not well 

understood. Many studies have involved a self-administered questionnaires and the physiological 

markers analysisare not found. Most of the studies are also first of its kind in a minimal sample size 

which must be further studied with larger sample size. Some studieshave focused only on women 

population.Evidence states that yoga under a wide umbrella of different terms benefit different age 

groups on their depressive symptoms, but lacks a well-designed study, blinding methods and proper 

randomisation methods
50

.In most of the yoga studies, blinding would be an arduous task, and this 

would lead to an expectation in the participant about the positive outcome which can lead to 

subjectivity and expectation bias by the participants. Methodological limitations are found in most 

of the empirical studies till date, which also have a greater impact on the study.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This review contributes to the literature highlighting the impact of yoga and its positive outcomes 

on depression across diverse hospital setting and community centres in different geographic areas. 

There is a need to improve the quality of research design and method to support the evidence to set 

a standardised approach, so that Yoga, which is a cost effective and a potentialtool for the 

management of depressioncan be used by population across the world.  
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