


YOGA THERAPY 
FOR MENTAL HEALTH
OVERVIEW:

● The difference between yoga therapy and a regular 
group yoga/mindfulness class.

● How Yoga Therapy and releasing tension in the 
body helps clients in talk therapy.

● Why you should care about the type of movement 
your client is doing.

● How yoga therapy protocol is very different for 
anxiety vs. depression.

● The best and worst yoga practices for anxiety, 
depression, trauma and grief.



WHAT IS 
YOGA THERAPY?

“Yoga Therapy … is the selective use of various yoga tools ... to help people with 
virtually any health condition, physical or psychological. Because people's health 
and fitness vary, we often modify poses or use props to make the practices safe 
and effective.  ... we perform detailed holistic assessments of each 
client—evaluating body, mind, spirit and environment—and then craft a 
personalized yoga program ... Yoga therapy can be used by itself or as an adjunct 
to any conventional or alternative medical treatment.” 

– Timothy McCaul, MD and Author of Yoga as Medicine



YOGA THERAPY vs GROUP CLASSES

● One-on-one or small groups with the same 
condition

● Classes carefully designed for the condition 
(best practices and contraindications)

● Practices based on the client’s circumstance, 
personality and goals

● Focused attention
● Time to check-in and assess throughout the 

class / session
● Opportunity to educate 
● Encourages independence, empowerment 

and home practice

HOW IS YOGA THERAPY DIFFERENT FROM A 
REGULAR STUDIO CLASS?



YOGA THERAPY vs
GROUP CLASSES

“1998, the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) reported that an eight-week 
yoga program had positive results for people with carpal tunnel syndrome. These 
promising results got a lot of publicity, sparking interest among the general public and 
health care professionals about yoga's potential as a therapeutic modality. After hearing 
about such a study, many people—including doctors—might believe they can walk into any 
yoga class with a medical malady and be healed. But the fact is, if someone with carpal 
tunnel syndrome shows up at a hatha yoga class that includes poses that are 
weight-bearing on the hands and wrists (think Plank, Upward-Facing Dog, and 
Handstand), they could easily wind up worse than when they started."

– www.yogajournal.com/yoga-101/yoga-vs-yoga-therapy



YOGA THERAPY AS AN ADJUNCT
TO TALK THERAPY

● Yoga Therapy is a bottom up approach to treatment.
● Classical Yoga addresses the whole person through the five layers of “Self”.

○ physical, energetic, emotional/feeling, mental/wisdom, spiritual
● Each layer needs to be peeled away before we can fully access the one beneath.

SPIRITUALMENTAL/
WISDOM

EMOTIONAL/
FEELINGS

ENERGETICPHYSICAL



YOGA THERAPY AS AN ADJUNCT
TO TALK THERAPY

● Yoga Therapy has the unique ability to work with clients on the first two.
● Working with the physical and energetic layers allows clients to more easily access 

the deeper emotional and mental layers.

SPIRITUALMENTAL/
WISDOM

EMOTIONAL/
FEELINGS

ENERGETICPHYSICAL



YOGA THERAPY AS AN ADJUNCT
TO TALK THERAPY

● A connection with spiritual is layered throughout a session/class using subtleties 
in queuing and guided meditation vs personal exploration. 

● The foundation of spirituality is a reminder that the client is whole and at their 
core and they do not need “fixing”.

● The more esoteric aspects of spirituality using principles of yoga philosophy are 
explored if the client is open to it.
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REVIEWING THE 
AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM (ANS)
● Parasympathetic nervous system is responsible for the relaxation response (rest 

and digest). 
○ When it is dominant :

■ heart rate and breathing slow down, digestion works optimally, blood pressure and 
body temperature drop and muscle tension decreases.

○ PNS is activated during the “freeze” response to trauma.
● Sympathetic nervous system is responsible for our arousal response (fight/flight). 

○ When it is dominant :
■ our systems are triggered to increase alertness and blood flow to skeletal and 

cardiac muscles; other organ function is inhibited; blood flow decreases in the 
peripheral systems like the skin and gastrointestinal tract; sensory receptors (pain, 
temperature, touch) and senses are stunted or overactive. 

○ SNS is triggered by perceived danger - states of stress, trauma, anger or fear. 



THE VAGUS NERVE
● It is responsible for calming organs after the sympathetic nervous system is 

activated (adrenaline response).
● It activates the muscles of the face, throat, ears and larynx signalling the body to 

smile, nod our head or frown in compassion. 
● It is also triggers the “freeze” response that is a signature symptom to trauma 

(dissociation, emotional numbing etc)
● The vagus nerve effects include:

○ Communication between the brain and the gut
○ Relaxation with deep breathing
○ Decreasing inflammation
○ Lowering the heart rate and blood pressure
○ Fear management



THE ANS AND 
MENTAL HEALTH
● Anxiety and chronic stress are linked to sympathetic nervous system dominance
● Depression linked to parasympathetic nervous system dominance
● Trauma triggers sympathetic nervous system dominance and immobilization of the 

vagus nerve (PNS response)
● PTSD and shame immobilize both the SNS and PNS 
● Grief initially triggers a sympathetic response.

○ Little is known about the long-term ANS reaction grief. 
○ In yoga for mental health it is treated a complete disruption in the nervous system.
○ There is often a trauma reaction - especially in complex grief



YOGA THERAPY PRACTICES 
AND THE VAGUS NERVE 

“...from breath exercises (pranayama) and 
chanting to martial arts like qigong to 
drumming and group singing and dancing. All 
rely on interpersonal rhythms, visceral 
awareness and vocal and facial 
communication, which help shift people out of 
fight/flight states, reorganizing their 
perception of danger, and increasing their 
capacity to manage relationships.”

- Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score



YOGA THERAPY PRACTICES 
AND THE VAGUS NERVE 

● Making sound in lower tones (Ehhhh)
● Humming (Mmmmmm)
● Oscillating, shaking or bouncing
● Releasing the psoas muscle 
● Slowing down breathing
● Left Nostril breathing 

INCREASING VAGAL NERVE TONE IS ONE OF THE 
PRIORITIES OF YOGA THERAPY FOR MENTAL 
HEALTH.



THE SNS vs PSN IN 
YOGA THERAPY PRACTICES
● Soften vs. strengthen 

○ In general the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) needs to soften and the 
parasympathetic (PSN) needs to be stimulated and strengthened

● Heat vs cool 
○ In general SNS needs cool and PSN needs heat.

● Left nostril vs. right nostril
○ Left stimulates PNS, right stimulates SNS

● Long inhale vs. long exhale
○ Long exhale stimulates PNS (calming), long inhale stimulates SNS (energizing)

● Active yoga vs. restorative yoga 
○ The goal is to get depressed person out of restorative and an anxious person into 

restorative



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH
Overall considerations for balancing the ANS:
● Recognize that like attracts like.
● Meet them where they are and move them 

into the opposite.
● Replicate pendulation in the nervous system.
● Stimulate the Vagus Nerve.



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies
5. Soothe the energetic body
6. Connect energetic body and emotions
7. Integrate emotions and mind/wisdom
8. Strengthen sense of Self (spirit)



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
○ Educate and listen without fixing
○ Facilitate re-focusing 



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body

○ Promote embodied mindfulness -  
Interoception, Proprioception and Kinesthesis



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body

○ Release deep muscle tension 
○ Reduce the pain “loop”
○ Facilitate structural re-patterning (e.g., 

rounded shoulders, tight shoulder, hips and 
glute muscles)



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies

○ Calm the nervous system 
○ Tone the Vagus nerve
○ Support nervous system pendulation
○ Nurture the embodied experience of 

empowerment



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies
5. Soothe the energetic body

○ Re-pattern breathing (smooth, long, 
comfortable)



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies
5. Soothe the energetic body
6. Connect energetic body and emotions

○ Make being in the body feel safe 
○ Foster present centered awareness and 

grounding



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies
5. Soothe the energetic body
6. Connect energetic body and emotions
7. Integrate emotions and mind/wisdom

○ Develop embodied emotional awareness 
○ Develop mindfulness



THE YOGA THERAPY 
PROTOCOL
FOR MENTAL HEALTH

1. Indulge the mind (ego)
2. Connect mind and physical body
3. Appease the physical body
4. Connect physical and energetic bodies
5. Soothe the energetic body
6. Connect energetic body and emotions
7. Integrate emotions and mind/wisdom
8. Strengthen Self

○ Reconnect with whole self
○ Encourage spiritual connection 



PRACTICES FOR
TALK THERAPY
● Kirtan Kriya
● Bees breath - Sounding
● Shaking/oscillating
● “Letting go” breath







RESOURCES
● https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1756-8765.2012.01189.x

● www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S092549271000288X?via%3Dihub

● www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00093/full

● Further reading: https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/318128.php

● “Pathways to a Centered Body”, Donna Farhi and Leila Stuart

● “Bereavement: Reactions, Consequences, and Care”, Institute of Medicine, Committee for the Study of Health 

Consequences of the Stress of Bereavement

● www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/318128.php

● “Vagus Nerve Stimulation,” Robert H. Howland, M.D, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4017164/ 

● “The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of Trauma ”, Bessel van der Kolk, M.D.

● http://www.contemporarypsychotherapy.org/volume-4-no-2-winter-2012/how-a-bodywork-perspective-c

an-inform-our-understanding-of-shame-and-humiliation/


