
Yoga Therapy 

Yoga, meaning “union,” has traditionally been associated with a mental practice aimed to 

achieve greater consciousness through the use of meditation and physical postures 

(Satchidananda, 1990). As yoga has gained increased popularity in the Western world, 

individuals have been driven to yoga for various reasons, often because it fosters and 

encourages relaxation, increased bodily strength and flexibility, and experiential presence in 

the current moment (i.e., mindfulness). Multiple schools of yoga exist (e.g., vinyasa, hatha, 

Iyengar, Bikram, etc.), with varying emphases on breathing, meditation, postures, and 

strength. 

Yoga therapy is a type of therapy that uses yoga postures, breathing exercises, meditation, 

and guided imagery to improve mental and physical health. The holistic focus of yoga 

therapy encourages the integration of mind, body, and spirit. Modern yoga therapy covers a 

broad range of therapeutic modalities, incorporating elements from both physical therapy and 

psychotherapy. 

Paradigm shift  

Previous conceptualizations of health care in the United States emphasized the biomedical 

model, which proposed disease was a derangement in an underlying physical mechanism. 

Specifically, mental and physical health were largely treated separately, with physical 

complaints usually given priority over mental health issues. Because of the higher value 

placed upon physical problems, fewer resources were devoted to mental health care, leaving 

many mental/behavioural problems untreated. Despite much success of the biomedical 

approach to treating disease, including increased life expectancy, from 1996 to 2006, 

diagnoses of psychological disorders increased by 60% among adults aged 18–64 (Glied & 

Frank, 2009). Rates of psychotropic medication also increased similarly during this time. 

Therefore, there was a lack of treatment available other than psychopharmaceuticals, which 

led to a failure to adequately address mental health issues, and thus, to the emergence of a 

paradigm shift from authoritative to more collaborative. From this, resulted the 

biopsychosocial model, a more comprehensive, multi-factorial, holistic approach to treating 

pathology, with an awareness that both mental and physical health interact. With this shift 

from conventional medicine to mind-body medicine, came the mindfulness meditation 

movement, positive psychology, and yoga as feasible and available ways to treat and 

maintain health 

Yoga as a form of therapy 

Within the therapy context, adjunctive treatments such as yoga may provide additional 

improvements beyond traditional therapy alone. Incorporating yoga into treatment integrates 

both mind and body, creating a more holistic healing process through the teaching of 

mindfulness and improving client’s connectedness and awareness to their internal experience. 

That is, the implementation of yoga both with and without concurrent therapy, facilitates 

experiencing the present moment, making choices, taking effective action, and creating a 

moving meditation (Emerson, et al., 2011). Given the potential benefits of yoga, therapists 

may be interested in how yoga can be implemented into the therapy session, without 

requiring a personal yoga practice or completion of a yoga teacher training. 



Therapists also recommend providing psychoeducation before initiating these interventions to 

explain how a focus on the present moment can improve emotion regulation while reducing 

the tendency to avoid uncomfortable stimuli (van der Kolk, et al., 2014). Likewise, mind-

body interventions, such as yoga can facilitate with bodily awareness, a lack of which has 

been associated with dissociation (Price & Thompson, 2007). Additionally, yoga may 

improve clients’ abilities to implement distress tolerance skills, which can facilitate clients’ 

acceptance of current situations. The importance of mindfulness and distress tolerance as 

offered through yoga is bolstered by the empirically validated Dialectical Behavioural 

Therapy treatment approach, which has adopted aspects of Eastern philosophy (Linehan, 

2015). 

Lastly, yoga practice has demonstrated neurological implications, such as alterations in 

sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system responses (as cited in Mitchell et al., 2014), 

muscle strength, blood pressure, improvements in arousal regulation, among other 

physiological and neurological changes (as cited in van der Kolk, et al., 2014). These changes 

may decrease reactivity to minor stressors, which previously may have been responded to as 

threats to the individuals’ safety. In addition to improving survivors’ level of arousal to 

various stimuli, these neurological changes may reduce dissociation. 

To increase the client’s comfort in engaging in any of the abovementioned techniques, offer 

to participate with them. This will serve as an opportunity to model the technique and can 

reinforce the therapeutic alliance by sharing in the exercises. Moreover, it may be beneficial 

to discuss with the client ways to apply the skills outside of session, so that they may be 

added to the client’s repertoire of effective coping strategies. 

Issues Treated by Yoga Therapy 

Yoga therapy is a growing field and scientific evidence has begun to emphasize its efficacy. 

It is used to treat existing mental and physical health issues, but can also be used as a self-

care strategy for prevention and maintenance. 

Yoga therapy is well established as a treatment for depression and anxiety. A meta-analysis 

cited in the Primary Care Companion for CNS Disorders found that yoga therapy also shows 

promise for the treatment of posttraumatic stress (PTSD) and schizophrenia. Additionally, 

yoga therapists have begun to develop treatment modalities to suit children with autism. The 

book Yoga Therapy for Children with Autism and Special Needs, written in 2013 by yoga 

teacher Louise Goldberg, is already considered a critical text for novice and experienced yoga 

therapists alike. 

According to a 2012 article in Social Work Today magazine, yoga therapy is also emerging 

as an effective treatment for substance abuse issues. Mental health professionals point out the 

way yoga positively impacts the parts of the mind and body susceptible to addiction. Studies 

have shown that yoga boosts the neurotransmitter GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), which 

is important because GABA levels are statistically low in people who experience substance 

abuse, anxiety, and depression. 

Because of its concentration on mind and body integration, yoga therapy is also used to 

address many physical health issues. It has been effectively used to treat back pain, heart 

conditions, asthma, chronic fatigue, hypertension, multiple sclerosis, and side effects of 

chemotherapy. 



Benefits of Yoga Therapy 

Current scientific research has confirmed what ancient yogis have thought for centuries: 

practicing yoga may reduce certain forms of pain, improve quality of life, reduce stress, and 

relieve symptoms of a number of psychological disorders. Specifically, previous work has 

suggested that yoga is an effective method for reducing muscular tension, which may 

precipitate pain, and therefore, may have important therapeutic implications for a variety of 

issues such as chronic pain and headaches.  

Additionally, research had found that yoga’s potential for reducing stress-related symptoms is 

so well-established that the National Institute of Health recommended meditation over 

prescription drugs as the preferred treatment for mild hypertension in 1984. In particular, 

regular yoga practitioners were found to have lower levels of the stress hormone, cortisol, in 

their saliva.  

Finally, yoga appears to have benefits in treating internalizing disorders, such as anxiety and 

depression, such that among young adults with mild depression, practicing yoga was found to 

decrease self-reported symptoms of depression, improve acute mood (decreasing levels of 

negative mood and fatigue immediately after yoga class), and improve morning cortisol 

levels.  

Additionally, yoga has been shown to be effective for reducing anxiety symptoms in specific 

populations, including the elderly, AIDS and HIV patients, individuals with asthma, organ-

transplant recipients, psychiatric patients, individuals with irritable bowel syndrome, children 

with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and individuals with Obsessive-

Compulsive Disorder (OCD).  

Other work has highlighted that yoga reduces examination anxiety, and it may be effective in 

reducing anxiety because of its capacity to lower excitability and increase concentration and 

self-control. Findings also suggested that a 60-minute yoga session in experienced 

practitioners is acutely associated with a 27% increase in GABA levels, an inhibitory 

neurotransmitter that induces relaxation and reduces stress and anxiety. Anxiety and 

depression are marked by low GABA levels, so this suggests yoga should be explored as a 

possible treatment for such issues. 

Potential benefits from yoga therapy include stress reduction, psychological well-being, 

improved diet, and efficient functioning of bodily systems. A 2011 qualitative study from 

Inkanyiso: Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences examined the effects of yoga therapy 

on anxiety. The findings not only indicated that yoga therapy effectively reduced subjects' 

anxiety, but improvement across several dimensions of physical and mental health including 

physicality, relaxation, and mindfulness. 

History of Yoga Therapy 

Yoga therapy is rooted in the ancient practice of yoga, which originated thousands of years 

ago in India. Yoga made its way to the United States in the late 1800s, but yoga therapy 

emerged in a formal manner in the 1980s as the result of a study conducted by Dr. Dean 

Ornish. The study illustrated how the implementation of a healthy lifestyle program could 

reverse heart disease. Ornish’s program included therapeutic yoga and was the first of its kind 

to highlight the benefits of using yoga in this way. This program for treating heart disease 



was approved for insurance coverage in 1990 and it marked the beginning of the medical 

field's acceptance of yoga as a treatment option. 

In 1983, the Biomedical Yoga Trust was founded to further develop and standardize the field 

of yoga therapy. The International Association of Yoga Therapists (IAYT) was founded in 

1989 and has since hosted yoga conferences, published the Journal of the International 

Association of Yoga Therapists, and contributed to the creation of yoga therapy training 

standards. Both organizations have facilitated research to explore the extent of yoga therapy's 

potential. 

What to Expect from Yoga Therapy 

When a person decides to initiate yoga therapy, the therapist will first conduct an initial 

assessment. This assessment is designed to do the following:  

 Identify health problems 

 Assess lifestyle and physical capability 

 Discuss reasons for seeking therapy 

 Create a course of treatment 

Once the treatment plan is established in this first consultation, the frequency of sessions is 

agreed upon and sessions are scheduled. From this point, therapy sessions will most likely 

include the following components: 

 Breathing Exercises (Prayanama): The therapist will guide the person in therapy 

through a series of breathing exercises ranging from energizing breaths to balancing 

breaths. 

 Physical Postures (Asana): The therapist will teach the person in treatment 

appropriate yoga poses that address problem areas. For example, the “Legs Up the 

Wall” pose is used to treat things like anxiety and insomnia. In this pose, the person 

lays on his or her back with legs positioned up against the wall. 

 Meditation: Relaxation and mindfulness are the focus of meditation when it is 

combined with yoga poses. 

 Guided Imagery: The yoga therapist attempts to calm the body and mind by providing 

a guided visualization intended to bring inner peace. 

 Homework: An important element for any yoga practice is to find a way to 

incorporate it into daily life. Yoga therapists provide instructions on how to use what 

has been learned in treatment at home. 

Ethical considerations to setting up an integrative practice 

Important standards to consider 

Notably, there are several ethical standards to consider when integrating yoga into a 

psychotherapy practice. Providing the highest standard of care to clients takes several forms. 

First, from the stance that the psychotherapist will be the one providing yoga to the client, it 

is important for the psychotherapist to have sufficient competence in this area. Alternatively, 

if the psychotherapist is not providing the yoga, they will instead need to be adequately 

informed to make appropriate referrals for their clients. This falls under Standard 2, 

Competence, of the American Psychological Association’s ethical standards, which requires 



that psychologists provide services within the boundaries of their competence. Additionally, 

they are required to maintain their competence through continuing education in order to stay 

informed about emerging developments in the field. Psychologists are required to base their 

work upon scientific and professional knowledge of the discipline. Given that many 

psychotherapists may not have formal training in yoga, it would become relevant in this 

circumstance to obtain such training. The appropriate training for psychologists interested in 

providing yoga to clients remains an open question. According to the APA ethical standards, 

when an area is still emerging and preparatory training does not yet exist, the psychologist is 

required to take the appropriate and reasonable steps to ensure the competence of their work 

and to protect their clients. 

Second, Standard 3, Human Relations, and specifically, Avoiding Harm (3.04) informs 

psychologists to take reasonable steps to avoid causing harm to their clients and to minimize 

harm where it is avoidable. Again, while it is unclear at this time what the most optimal 

training would be for a psychologist interested in using yoga, it may be that a psychologist 

with a certificate in yoga is best suited to lead such training. Moreover, the aforementioned 

training may include how psychological principles connect with yogic philosophy, as well as 

provide practical tools and guidelines for clinicians to begin using this in their practice. 

Third, and relatedly, psychotherapists will need to turn a keen eye to Standard 3, Multiple 

Relationships (3.05). It will be important for psychologists to maintain their professional role 

with the client, given they will now have two roles that could be perceived by the client: 

therapist and yoga teacher. Importantly, under this standard, the psychologist is required to 

consider if entering into a multiple relationship could be expected to impair their objectivity, 

competence, or effectiveness. Again, given that both roles (psychotherapist and yoga teacher) 

should be treated with a similar level of professionalism in this context, the psychologist will 

likely not be in danger of this; however, as the standard states, the psychologist should take 

steps to resolve any issue that may result. For example, the psychologist could have a 

conversation with the client prior to beginning treatment to learn about the client’s preference 

regarding unexpected contact outside of the therapy setting. 

Fourth, once a psychologist makes a decision to move forward with their practice, such that 

they have determined they can competently do so, without harm, and without negative 

consequences of engaging in multiple relationships, they must appropriately set up their 

practice to include providing sufficient information to their client at the outset of the 

professional relationship. This will enable the client to decide whether or not to participate in 

this treatment. This informed consent process applies both to the yoga end of their practice 

(3.10), as well the general therapy side (10.01). Specifically, it will be important to include 

the risk and benefits of yoga, and also the nature of therapy, potentially integrating the 

theoretical orientation of the psychotherapist and how this orientation might connect with 

yogic philosophy. 


