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Introduction & Cautions: Diagnosis & 
Referral 

 
Hello yoga teachers, I am so excited you are interested in learning more about the field of yoga 

and mental health with me. I believe that there has long been a problem in the field of yoga 
with downplaying or dismissing mental health, and advising students that if their mental health 

is not healing through yoga, they are not doing it right. I think this philosophy is flawed and 
prevents individuals from getting the help they need. As yoga teachers I believe education in 

yoga, addiction and mental health is crucial, to change the industry’s attitudes and perspectives, 
which is why I have prepared this e-book. Before we get started, I’d like to remind you of a few 

things: 

1. As a reminder, yoga teachers — and even yoga therapists —a re not trained or licensed 
to diagnose injury, illness or disorder. You should be very clear about this point with 
students.  

2. Be prepared to refer students to an expert. Have contact information for qualified 
experts that you can provide, as needed. See more in When to Refer Out which includes 
how to respond to students, and questions for their medical provider. 

3. Yoga is likely to be an excellent supplemental resource for students. But of course, 
teachers must be cautious and clear when responding to students’ individual needs so 
that yoga support is not construed as a diagnosis, a “prescription,” or a recommendation 
for sole treatment. 

 



 3 

Contents 
 

1. Yoga, Addition & Recovery       4 
Gain a foundational understanding of the characteristics of addiction and 
considerations from a yogic perspective. 
 

2. Mental Health Introduction       12 
Consider how emotions are related to a healthy and natural response to life, and 
become familiar with terminology used to describe mental health concerns. 
 

3. Yoga & Mental Health / Emotional Balance    16  
Review research on how yoga impacts emotional balance and mental health, and 
learn a general approach for choosing yogic tools. 
 

4. Yoga & Anxiety Introduction       24 
Become familiar with situational and chronic anxiety, research on the effect of yoga, 
and a general overview of tools that may support students experiencing anxiety 
symptoms. 
 

5. Anxiety Practices to Consider       30 
Use caution while becoming familiar with which yogic practices may support 
students experiencing anxiety symptoms, and why they may help. 
 

6. Yoga & Depression Introduction      33 
Gain a foundational understanding of the characteristics of depression and 
considerations from a yogic perspective. 
 

7. Depression Practices to Consider      38 
Use caution while becoming familiar with which yogic practices may support 
students experiencing depression symptoms, and why they may help. 

 
Information in this e-book has been sourced from Yoga Teacher Central and aspects 
have been reprinted with their permission. 



 4 

Yoga, Addiction & Recovery  

 
Defining Addiction 

There are several different definitions of addiction. Here are some that may 
interest you.  

In a Nutshell 
I define addiction as any behavior you continue to do despite the fact that it brings negative 
consequences to your life. — Tommy Rosen  

More Definitions 
• “A person suffering from addiction cannot control how much or how often they partake 

in a substance or engage in an activity, and they become dependent on it in order to 
cope with daily life.” (Adam Felman) 

• “A mental disorder which compels someone to repeatedly use substances or engage in 
behaviors even though they have harmful consequences.” (Addiction Center) 

• “Anything used to escape an intolerable reality is something that could lead to or form 
an addiction, including, but not limited to:  food, sex, exercise, work/activity, caffeine, 
media, alcohol, shopping, OCD behaviors, nicotine, gambling, relationships, power and 
control, and illegal prescription drugs.” (Nikki Meyers).  
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• Although he is clear that any behavior with negative consequences constitutes an 
addiction, Tommy Rosen enumerates what he calls the Big 6 Addictions: drugs, alcohol, 
food, people, money, and technology. (Recovery 2.0) 

 

Prevalence 
 

Addiction is the greatest social problem of our time... While you may not be a fall-down drunk, 
addicted to painkillers, a gambling addict, a chronic pot smoker, anorexic, or addicted to porn, you 
likely struggle with addiction in other ways such as workaholism, overeating, shopping beyond your 
means, or engaging addictively with technology such as video games, texting and [social media].  If 
you don’t believe you suffer from addiction in any way, chances are you know and care about 
someone who does. — Tommy Rosen 
 

Addictions are extremely prevalent. According to Addiction Center, almost 21 million Americans 
have at least one addiction, yet only 10% of them receive treatment. Over the course of their 
entire lives, 29% of U.S. adults (18 and older) have met criteria for an alcohol use disorder, and 
10% met criteria for another drug use disorder (e.g., opioid, cocaine, or marijuana use 
disorder). (Recovery Research Institute). The harmful use of alcohol results in 3.3 million deaths 
each year. (World Health Organization) In 2017, 34.2 million Americans committed DUI, 21.4 
million under the influence of alcohol and 12.8 million under the influence of drugs. (Addiction 
Center). About 20% of Americans who have depression or an anxiety disorder also have a 
substance use disorder. (Addiction Center). Some 31 million persons have drug use 
disorders. (World Health Organization). Almost 11 million people inject drugs, of which 1.3 
million are living with HIV, 5.5 million with hepatitis C, and 1 million with both HIV and hepatitis 
C. (World Health Organization) 

 

Western vs. Eastern Perspective 

Western and Eastern perspectives when it comes to addiction can be very 
different. 

Western Stereotype: Moral Failure 
Despite the prevalence of addiction, indiscriminate stereotypes and misconceptions persist. For 
example, people with addictions are often judged as moral failures. As a result of these 
stereotypes, people with drug infractions may incur strict sentences, thus being labeled and 
treated as criminals. 

 

We lack compassion for the addict precisely because we are so addicted ourselves, in ways we don’t 
want to accept and because we lack self-compassion. And so we treat the addict as an “other” — 
this criminal, this person making poor choices — to whom we can feel superior. – Dr. Gabor Mate 
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Eastern Perspective: A Part of the Continuum 
• The Eastern perspective is that addiction is not a separate ailment, but rather a condition 

on the continuum of human suffering. 
• Yoga teacher and addictions counselor Rolf Gates explains, “In the Western medical 

model, addiction is treated as something outside of the ordinary. In the Eastern 
approach to suffering, attachment to the pleasant and aversion to the unpleasant is seen 
as a constant, and so addiction is just an extreme manifestation of an ordinary 
[tendency].” (Editor, Kripalu) 

• Mate agrees: “I’ve come to see addiction not as a discrete, solid entity — a case of either 
you’ve got it or you don’t get it — but as a subtle and extensive continuum.” (Leslie 
Garret) 

• In this view, it becomes more likely that we each can identify a substance or activity in 
which our behavior falls outside the realm of healthy engagement. Nikki Meyers 
suggests that if you can say you engage in an activity even when you “knew better” or 
“didn’t really want to,” you may have an addictive tendency toward that substance or 
behavior. (Nikki Meyers) 

• If we are willing to examine our own addictive behaviors honestly and compassionately, 
perhaps we can begin to soften the stigma around all types of addiction. 

It isn’t Necessary to Hit Rock Bottom 
Sober Coach Belle Robertson points out that although we often associate addiction and 
recovery with “rock bottom,” it’s possible to reach a “high bottom,” in which one asks for help 
before the behavior reaches a devastating result.  If you’ve ever wondered if you engage in any 
behavior “too much,” you don’t have to wait until you bottom out to seek support. (Pollyanna 
Brown) 
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How Yoga Can Help 

 
It’s Not a Cure: It’s a Tool in the Toolbox 

• Experts consistently agree that yoga is not a cure for addiction, but rather is a tool in the 
recovery toolbox. 

• For those who follow a 12-step recovery program, experts warn against using yoga as a 
substitute for meetings. “Make no mistake — attending recovery meetings on a regular 
basis is crucial for sustained recovery. While a consistent hatha (physical) yoga practice 
will enhance your recovery, no one ever relapsed from missing a few yoga sessions. 
Missing 12-step meetings, however, is generally considered a major ingredient in the 
recipe for relapse.” (Kycizy Hawk, Yoga and the Twelve-Step Path) 

• Sober Coach Belle Robertson points out that you can find support for getting and 
staying sober outside of 12-step meetings, but she is adamant in recommending the use 
of as many tools as needed to stay sober. Robertson draws from a list of 60 tools to help 
people find the blend that works for them, one of which is 12-step meetings. (Pollyanna 
Brown) 

How Yoga Can Help, in General 
Yoga Journal reports that with relapse rates higher than 40 percent, addiction specialists as well 
as those in recovery are turning to adjunct therapies such as yoga as a way to supplement 
treatment. The goal is to give people the tools they need to tolerate the uncomfortable feelings 
and sensations that can lead to relapse. (Stacie Stukin) 

According to American Addiction Centers, yoga is increasingly being used in substance abuse 
treatment programs and throughout recovery to: 
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• Help prevent relapse 
• Reduce withdrawal symptoms and drug cravings 
• Provide a healthy outlet to cope with potential triggers and daily life stressors 

 

How Yoga Can Help, Specifically 

Mental Health 
• Research indicates that yoga and mindfulness practices, used in conjunction with 

traditional treatments, can be helpful in addressing substance abuse disorders in the 
same way that they are helpful in managing anxiety and depression, two mental health 
disorders that commonly occur alongside addiction. (Matt Gonzales) 

Brain Health 
• Addiction can alter neural pathways related to feeling pleasure, regulating emotions, 

making sound decisions, and controlling impulses, but yoga can help balance these parts 
of the brain in a non-invasive way. (American Addiction Centers) 

• Yoga may help to heal and rebuild brain circuitry that can be altered by substance abuse. 

Learning to Tolerate Sensation & Respond Mindfully 
• The goal of practicing yoga in recovery is to give people the skills they need to tolerate 

the uncomfortable feelings and sensations that can lead to relapse. (Stacie Stukin) 
• Practicing yoga helps people become attuned to their bodies, learn to regulate their 

breathing, and listen to their bodies, creating a non-judgmental awareness of sensation 
and emotion that is in drastic contrast to the numbing and denial of one’s body signals 
present during active addiction. 

• By focusing inward, individuals can learn to take ownership of the way they feel, and 
respond to stressors with more awareness. (American Addiction Centers) 
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Spirit in Recovery 

 
Spiritual well-being seems to be the key to helping many people break the cycle of addiction in 
their lives. 

• Kevin Griffin, author and cofounder of the Buddhist Recovery Network, says, “Addiction 
itself can be a misguided spiritual search.” 

• Kripalu teacher Aruni Nan Futuronsky agrees: “A longing for something lurks at the 
bottom of the issue of addiction.”  (source) 

Adopting a spiritual approach to life is at the heart of any Twelve-Step recovery program. In AA, 
participants are encouraged to connect to a power greater than themselves, and to turn their will 
and their lives over to the God of their understanding. The 11th step calls for improving one’s 
conscious contact with God through prayer and meditation, and the Big Book offers instructions. 
Practicing meditation as part of one’s yoga practice offers an opportunity an additional outlet and 
setting for connecting to our Higher Power, which yoga shows us is actually just an aspect of our 
greater selves. “Using the guidelines of yoga and the steps of the program, we [are] better able to 
change our behavior by discovering our habitual responses… Their removal comes by turning them 
over to our Higher Power– not by living in denial of these character challenges, but by being willing 
to have them taken from us.” — Kyczy Hawk 
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Additional Considerations 

 
Nutrition 

• Expert Tommy Rosen finds eating patterns to have a direct correlation with addictive 
patterns.  He says that eating addictive foods such as sugar contributes to the 
development of addictive thinking. 

• Finding the right diet to aid in recovery means paying attention to the way food makes 
you feel, and choosing a diet that makes you feel energetic, healthy, and vital. 

• Choosing whole foods and green juices, avoiding sugar, and expressing gratitude can all 
be valuable in recovery. 

Food is not an outside issue when it comes to any form of addiction. It is one of the core 
issues.  Therefore, any holistic approach to recovery must include a deep look at your relationship 
with food… If you are lethargic, bloated, flatulent, low in energy, often sick, unfocused, or confused, 
or if you have mental disorders such as addiction, bipolar disorder, or the like, you need to take a 
close look at your diet. — Tommy Rosen  

Mantra 
• Kyczy Hawk points out that recovery programs make use of mantra and the science of 

sound. 
• The rhythm of mantra can have a soothing effect, and help calm the mind. 
• Twelve-step meetings have opening and closing prayers, as well as readings of the steps 

and traditions. 

It’s not uncommon to hear people say that they had been chanting the Serenity prayer “like a 
mantra” in times of difficulty and challenge. — Kyczy Hawk  
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Trying a Sober Cleanse 
• The idea of quitting a substance or behavior forever can be overwhelming, and may even 

create desire.  
• Belle Robertson suggests starting smaller, such as with a 100-day sober challenge, and 

“see how you feel, how your body reacts, and what life is like without whatever your 
addictive behavior was. If things are getting better, it’s easier to choose to keep going, 
especially when you have accountability and support behind you.” (Pollyanna Brown) 

Eating Disorders 
• Eating disorders are a common co-occurring condition with addiction, and just as with 

addiction, yoga can be a helpful treatment tool.  
• Chelsea Roff suggests that yoga can help those struggling with eating disorders by 

fostering a sense of agency. Agency is a felt-sense of your capacity to influence your 
thoughts, feelings, and actions. “Having a sense of agency means we take responsibility 
for our actions and trust our ability to act in our own best interest.” (Chelsea Roff) 

• Caution: eating disorders may cause health complications that can make practicing yoga 
dangerous, especially hot or vigorous traditions.  It’s important for students recovering 
from eating disorders to access expert care. 
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Mental Health / Emotional Balance 
Introduction  

Introduction 
Mental Health 

Mental health is the foundation for emotions, thinking, communication, learning, resilience and 
self-esteem. Mental health is also key to relationships, personal and emotional well-being and 
contributing to community or society. – American Psychiatric Association 

 
If we break down the definition above, we learn that “mental health” refers to our: 

• Emotions 
• Thinking 
• Communication 
• Learning 
• Resilience 
• Self-esteem 
• Mental health, then, is clearly a foundation of one’s well-being, relationships and 

contributions to society. 

Emotional Balance 
“Emotional balance” is a term that is sometimes used to refer to mental health in general. Or, it 
may specifically refer to one particular aspect of mental health: how we respond to feelings. 
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A Wide Range of Emotional States is Healthy 
While this section is related to mental health in general, it focuses particularly on concerns and 
illness.The perspectives and tools described here are offered as support for specific situations. 
This should not be interpreted, however, as implying that feelings of sadness, anxiety, existential 
crisis, grief or depression, for example, are abnormal (or even negative, per se). A wide range of 
emotional states reflects a healthy and natural response to life. To experience feelings without 
overwhelm or judgment is reflective of emotional balance. (Dan Mager MSW, Psychology Today) 
The yogic perspectives shared here are designed to help bring balance when there is imbalance, 
and a sense of wholeness and integration when there is a feeling of disintegration, alienation or 
illness. 

Mental Illness Terminology 

Mental Illness / Mental Disorders 
The terms “mental illness,” “mental disorders,” and “psychological disorders” tend to be used 
interchangeably. The American Psychiatric Association defines mental illness as: changes in 
emotion, thinking or behavior that are associated with distress or problems functioning in social, 
work or family situations.  

Mental Health Concerns vs Mental Illness 
“Mental health concerns” may sometimes also be used to refer to mental illness, but more 
typically that phrase refers to issues that are not deemed frequent enough or impactful enough 
to be diagnosed as mental illness. The Mayo Clinic differentiates mental health 
concerns from mental illness this way: “Many people have mental health concerns from time to 
time. But a mental health concern becomes a mental illness when ongoing signs and symptoms 
cause frequent stress and affect your ability to function. A mental illness can make you 
miserable and can cause problems in your daily life, such as at school or work or in 
relationships.” (Mental Illness) Another name for “mental health concerns” is “emotional 
imbalance.” 

Emotional Imbalance 
Bo Forbes notes these potential ways of experiencing emotional imbalance (mental health 
concerns): 

• Low self-esteem 
• Constant worrying 
• Insomnia 
• Persistent body image issues 
• Chronic pain disorders 
• General sense of malaise 

THE ANXIETY–DEPRESSION CONTINUUM 
Imagine a continuum of emotional imbalance: at one end is anxiety with racing thoughts, incessant 
worry, and physical agitation. At the other end is depression, with sluggish and negative thinking, lack 
of engagement in life, and physical lethargy… As surprising as it sounds… the mind can occupy one end 
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of the continuum while the body inhabits the other. Put another way, it’s possible to experience both 
anxiety and depression at the same time. – Bo Forbes PsyD  

Prevalence 

 
According to the American Psychiatric Association, mental illness is experienced by 19% of U.S. 
adults with 4% experiencing a “serious mental illness.” (American Psychiatric Association) 
According to the National Institute for Mental Health, approximately 31% of all American adults 
will experience an anxiety disorder at some time in their life. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) reports that more than 300 million people worldwide suffer from depression. The WHO 
expects depression to be the biggest health problem on earth by 2030. (Yoga for Emotional 
Balance 2011 p xv).  
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Mental Health & Yoga 

 

A Distinction 
Most statistics and medical literature will be referring to diagnosable mental health 
disorders (and thus, mental illness). However, in the context of yoga, discussions will often be 
referring to mental health and emotional balance in general.  

Remember That Students Will Often Be Seeking Emotional Balance 
Everyone experiences emotional imbalance from time to time. Thus, most students will at some 
point arrive to class while experiencing related symptoms. Because yoga is becoming widely 
known as an effective support for common mental health concerns, you will likely encounter 
students seeking relief, either on the advice of a care provider or through research of their own. 
Students may not always alert you to the fact that they’ve come to class seeking help with such 
issues as anxiety or depression. But knowing that students may be experiencing such issues can 
help you to be more prepared to support students self-selecting practices likely to be most 
helpful for them. 
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Yoga & Mental Health / Emotional Balance  

 
 

Introduction 
• Research and success stories are profound tools when teaching about any topic. They 

may serve as the motivation for a person to act. But no matter what has been reported 
by others, it is, of course, personal experience that makes an actual difference in a 
person’s life. This concept is inherent in all yoga philosophy: belief is not necessary. 
Become your own experiment and try it for yourself. 

• This is particularly relevant with mental health concerns since the nature of such issues 
can easily lead people to think that they are inherently unstable, hopeless or incurable. 
By sharing research and success stories, you might help to expose such incorrect 
assumptions, and provide the motivation that prompts students to experiment with 
practices. 

• Or a person may try yoga having had no awareness of its track record with mental 
health, and find that they feel more balanced as a result of yoga practices. This may then 
prompt them to want to learn and try more. 
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Success Stories 
Research and anecdotal evidence of yoga’s effect on mental health abounds. Bo Forbes reports 
on this topic quite clearly. She is a practicing psychotherapist with a doctorate in clinical 
psychology who incorporated yoga techniques into her practice. For example, she reports: 

Certain practices increased energy for people with depression, and other [practices] grounded and 
calmed individuals with anxiety. The results were hard to dismiss: people got better more fully and 
rapidly when I integrated yoga postures and breathing exercises into psychotherapy than they did 
with traditional psychotherapy alone… It can feel like anxiety and depression are permanently wired 
into you, but they are not…. the mind, brain and body, and therefore our emotional patterns, are 
capable of change. – Bo Forbes PsyD  

 

Research 
 
In a study done by Harvard Medical School on Yoga, depression and anxiety, the following 
results were found: 

• At the end of three months, women in the yoga group reported improvements in 
perceived stress, depression, anxiety, energy, fatigue, and well-being. 

• Depression scores improved by 50%, anxiety scores by 30%, and overall well-being 
scores by 65%. 

• Initial complaints of headaches, back pain, and poor sleep quality also resolved much 
more often in the yoga group than in the control group. 

In a study done by Uebelacker, Weinstock and Kraines on Bipolar Disorder, the following results 
were found:  

• This study involved self-reported benefits. Participants responded most commonly with 
positive emotional effects, particularly reduced anxiety, positive cognitive effects (e.g., 
acceptance, focus, or “a break from my thoughts”), or positive physical effects (e.g., 
weight loss, increased energy). 

• Some respondents considered yoga to be significantly life changing. 
• The most common negative effect of yoga was physical injury or pain. 

The following research reports were provided in Yoga RX. These are the summary results: 

• In 2001, a study involving 54 young adults showed significant decrease in anxiety and 
depression during and after ten months of consistent yoga practices. 

• A 1999 study showed that yoga reduced general anxiety levels lowered irritability, and 
increased subjects’ optimistic outlook on life. 

• A 1995 study showed that anxiety patients who learned meditation as part of their 
treatment maintained the positive benefits for at least three years, showing that yoga’s 
benefits… can be a long-term solution. 
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How Does It Work? 
The very purpose of yoga practice according to the Yoga Sutras — to bring about “the cessation 
of fluctuations of the mind” — is clearly intended to affect the practitioner’s mental health. 
These are some of the specific ways it does that: 

1. Yoga balances the nervous system – Yoga is beneficial in part because of its proven 
ability to impact the nervous system and bring stress relief. 

2. Yoga affects brain chemistry – Dharma Singh Khalsa MD explains that “yoga and 
meditation can alter the very biochemistry of the brain more directly and efficiently than 
regular exercise.” Not only does yoga stimulate the Relaxation Response, it also invokes 
a balance of stimulation and relaxation via glandular secretions of endorphins and 
adrenaline. (Amy Weintraub) 

3. Yoga brings attention to the present moment – Present moment awareness is a key 
element of relieving symptoms related to many mental health concerns, including 
anxiety. 

4. Yoga cultivates self-awareness without judgment – Meditation and 
mindfulness teachings help the practitioner to invoke the observational distance 
necessary to release identification with emotional patterns. This brings the student vital 
knowledge, increased acceptance and peace, and a pathway for change. “If you are 
willing to take a step back and observe your mood, you are practicing self-awareness. 
From here, you can better manage and even overcome your depression by developing  a 
practice that suits your feelings.” (Amy Weintraub) 

5. Yoga leads to an embodied experience – Embodiment is key to yoga’s impact on one’s 
sense of well-being. And, as clinical psychology Bo Forbes has found with her patients, 
embodied insights tend to have a lasting effect on emotional balance and mental health. 

Bo Forbes summarizes it this way, noting these “five building blocks for lasting healing:” 

1. Balancing the nervous system 
2. Regulating the breath 
3. Cultivating direct experience 
4. Quieting the mind 
5. Changing our personal narrative 
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A General Yogic Approach 

 

Characterize the Energetic Imbalance 
A fundamental consideration for choosing yogic techniques is a determination of whether the 
condition reflects a rajasic (more anxious and active) or tamasic (lethargic) state. 

In the traditional yogic perspective, the tendencies toward anxiety and depression are symptomatic 
of an underlying energetic imbalance reflecting either a rajasic or tamasic state: rajasic when restless 
or anxious, tamasic when lethargic or depressed. Each of these conditions can be given a very 
general yogic prescription. – Mark Stephens  

Endeavor to Bring Balance 
• When rajasic, the approach may be to move more slowly and to practice calming 

breathing practices, for example. However, students may need a more active practice to 
begin.  

• If experiencing a tamasic state, students will benefit from a more vigorous and 
invigorating practice.   
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Expert Readings 
YOGA IMPACTS BRAIN CHEMISTRY 

Yoga… sends a message through the spinal cord back to your brain that causes your brain chemistry 
to change. That ‘feel-good’ sensation after yoga practice arises from the balance of stimulation and 
relaxation you are providing your brain. “You are stimulating your pituitary gland to release 
endorphins. Your peripheral glandular system is producing adrenaline and norepenephrin-type 
compounds that travel to the brain and give you that mild stimulating effect… [And] you are also 
stimulating a relaxation response.” (Dharma Singh Khalsa, MD) – Amy Weintraub  

SELF-EXAMINATION & MANAGING THOUGHTS ARE KEY ASPECTS OF RECOVERY 
Regardless of your diagnosis, self-examination is going to be an integral aspect of your recovery. 
When you gently encourage your body and mind to go beyond its previous limits, as in practicing 
more advanced postures or increasing your meditation time, you discover strengths inside yourself 
you might no have known exited. This newfound strength can empower you to make 
unprecedented changes in your life.  With yoga and especially meditation, part of the goal is always 
to control your thoughts… With successive practice, you learn to recognize negative or destructive 
thoughts and consciously to replace them with something more positive… Medical research 
confirms yoga’s effectiveness for anxiety and depression. – Larry Payne PhD & Richard Usatine 
MD  

MEDITATION TECHNIQUES ENABLE DIRECT & OBJECTIVE OBSERVATION OF THE MIND 
In modern psychology, the mental field has most often been studied indirectly by making inferences 
about mental functioning through observing outward behavior. Unfortunately, this methodology 
tends to lead away from the mind toward a preoccupation with the behavior being studied. By 
contrast, in yoga psychology, the minNerd is studied directly through a special kind of 
introspection… An untrained mind which tries to look at itself will become involved in the thought 
processes it is trying to observe… Methods of meditation have been developed which provide a 
means of objectively observing the mind without becoming caught up in the train of thoughts. – 
Himalayan Institute  

PRESENT MOMENT AWARENESS IS CLOSELY RELATED TO ANXIETY & DEPRESSION 
As a client once commented testily, “I don’t have the time or luxury to get all Zen about my 
depression.” But because of its close relationship to anxiety and depression present moment 
awareness isn’t as my client, implied, a New Age concept. Emotional balance has a lot to do with 
how centered we are in the body and how closely we pay attention to what’s happening right now, 
in the moment. – Bo Forbes PsyD  
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Yoga & Anxiety Introduction 
Terminology 

There are different levels of anxiety, ranging from an appropriate situational response to a 
dysfunctional condition. Anxiety about getting on a plane after a succession of airline crashes is not 
a disorder but a natural reaction to the environment. Deciding to never fly again is taking that 
anxiety to a level where it can interfere with your life. – Larry Payne PhD & Richard Usatine MD 

Natural Human Emotions 
• Anxiety is a feeling of worry, nervousness, or unease about something with an uncertain 

outcome. (Megan Cluett) 
• Fear and anxiety are natural human emotions that serve the evolutionary purpose of 

alerting humans to danger. They are associated with sympathetic nervous system 
activation. 

• Related attitudes and emotions that may be experienced as part of a natural response or 
be an aspect of a chronic disorder include: agitation, apprehension, compulsiveness, 
dread, edginess, fear, horror, insecurity, nervousness, obsessiveness, panic, paranoia, 
phobia, terror, uneasiness and wariness. (Gary Kraftsow) 

• The stress response is a normal, healthy reaction to fear. Problems arise when the fight-
or-flight response remains chronically activated.  
 

Chronic Anxiety 
• Chronic anxiety is a serious mental illness and is experienced as worry and fear that can 

be overwhelming and disabling. 
• “Generalized anxiety disorder” is one potential diagnosis among a number of anxiety-

related manifestations. It refers to excessive worry for at least six months plus other 
symptoms such as restlessness, fatigue, difficulty concentrating, irritability and/or sleep 
disturbance. (Yoga RX) 

• There are other chronic anxiety-related manifestations that are labeled differently and 
include panic disorders and PTSD. 

Potential Symptoms & Effects 
Ram Rao, MD notes that symptoms of chronic anxiety may include: 

• Feelings of panic, fear and uneasiness 
• Problems sleeping 
• Shortness of breath 
• Heart palpitations 
• Not being able to be still and calm 
• Muscle tension 
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Gary Kraftsow explains that since strong states of anxiety trigger the fight-or-flight response, some 
symptoms may be: 

• Sweating 
• Accelerated heart beat 
• Tightness in the belly 
• Muscle tension 
• Shakiness of the limbs 
• Inability to be still or to concentrate 
• Shortness of breath 
• Insomnia 
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What May Help: Overview 

 
Meet Students Where They Are 
In most cases of (rajasic) anxiety, you will want to start with brisk activity before making any 
attempt to bring balance through slower practices. 

First create a level of physical activity equal to the level of bodily stimulation generated by mental 
anxiety… Gradually slow the movement down and introduce deep, slow breathing. – Gary Kraftsow 

Overview of Tools 
Research has shown that yoga reduces symptoms of anxiety. Here are some tools for 
consideration. 

1. Breathing Practices 
2. Present Moment Awareness 
3. Yoga Philosophy and/or Spiritual Practices 
4. Asana 
5. Mantra / Sound 
6. Mindfulness Meditation 

YOGA PRACTICES CAN WORK WITHOUT MENTAL PROCESSING 
You don’t need to understand or even process your thoughts or emotions in order to experience 
dramatic shifts in mood, behavior, and well-being. – Bo Forbes PsyD  
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Yoga & Anxiety - Practices to Consider

 
Cautions 

1. Before considering practices that may help with anxiety, please be sure to review 
the Mental Health Introduction and be familiar with cautions regarding diagnosis and 
referral. 

2. Particularly with such manifestations as obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic attacks, or 
PTSD, discuss professional support with your student. 

3. The uniqueness and complexity of each person’s physical state, lifestyle and experiences 
means they will each experience practices in a particular way that may be different from 
someone else. Thus, as with all conditions and experiences, there is no “one right way” or 
universal fix. 

4. Teach and encourage students to experiment and observe the effect of various practices. 
Ensure they own their power to choose what works for them. 

Breathing Practices 
Potential Benefits 

• Breathing practices may ease anxiety symptoms by shifting the breath from short, 
choppy, and constricted to smooth and rhythmic. 

• Breathing practices are also effective in triggering the Relaxation Response.  
• The benefits of yogic breathing can be both immediate and long term, since practice can 

make calm breathing a habit. 
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Cautions 
• Please note that beginners and those prone to anxiety may experience agitation when 

attempting to manipulate the breath. This is counterproductive and an indication to stop 
the practice. In such cases, consider practices that encourage Natural Breathing and 
other tools such as mantra or asana. 

• Most formal pranayama techniques were designed for healthy individuals pursuing 
advanced goals around energy management. Thus, when working with any conditions, 
do not utilize formal pranayama techniques. Instead, focus on overcoming restricted 
breathing patterns and utilizing breath practices to help students eventually become 
proficient in Yogic Breathing. 

Practice Considerations 
Breathing practices for consideration when experiencing symptoms of anxiety tend to focus on 
the exhalation. 

• The exhalation is known as the calming and soothing aspect of the breath. 
• It is associated with cooling, grounding and centeredness. 
• Focusing on the exhalation and gently lengthening it is known for soothing anxiety. 
• In yoga philosophy, the exhalation is said to be controlled by apana, the downward 

flowing energy. This is said to be a “downward rooting flow, which contracts, or tones, 
into a seed point at the center of the pelvic floor. This small area in the perineum is also 
known as the mula, or root, in yoga.” (Richard Freeman) 

Specific practice considerations include: 

• Focus on the exhalation. 
• Gradually lengthen exhales. 
• Softly make sound on the exhale. 
• Pause briefly after exhalation, resting peacefully until inhale arises. 

 
Present Moment Awareness 
Potential Benefits 

• Yoga helps by anchoring attention to the present moment. 
• Because anxiety is often future-focused, becoming aware of the sensations in the body in 

a particular asana or the sensation of breath can reduce symptoms by keeping the mind 
attuned to what is happening now. (Ginny Graves) 

• Awareness of the body and mind can likewise help the practitioner to recognize the first 
signs of anxiety and intervene before they become a full-blown anxiety attack. 

Yoga Philosophy or Spiritual Practices 
• A study published in 2011 concluded that a yoga practice that includes 

the yamas and niyamas can provide more relief for anxiety symptoms 
than asana and pranayama alone (Smith et. al.). 
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• According to Tammy Greer, a researcher for the study from the University of Mississippi, 
“A spiritual practice can help you find meaning in your life situation, and that can lower 
stress.” (Carol Krucoff) 

Asana & Sequences 

 
Clinical work convinced me that the body holds an essential key to healing anxiety and depression. 
– Bo Forbes PsyD  

Potential Benefits 
• Poses that are practiced with a focus on connecting with the breath may help to reduce 

symptoms. 

Caution 
• Bo Forbes and other yoga therapists have found restorative yoga to be particularly useful 

for supporting mental health. However, please note that “some techniques… including 
meditation and restorative yoga, might not work well for people with anxiety because it 
may be difficult for them to be still or alone with their thoughts.  In such cases, it may be 
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helpful to begin with a more active practice, and then transition to more restorative 
poses.” (Nina Zolotow) 

Teaching Tools 
Some considerations to ease symptoms of anxiety include: 

• Standing Side Stretch – Keep both feet firmly planted while stretching to one side.  Hold 
on each side for several breaths, expanding the rib cage with each breath. 

• Supine Twist – Keep the chest facing the sky while lowering knees to one side. Relax into 
the twist. Let the abdomen expand with the inhale; soften resistance with the exhale. Stay 
for several breaths on each side. (Rolf Sovik, Yoga Journal, Beat Anxiety with Breathwork) 

• Makarasana (Crocodile Pose) – Place a bolster under the rib cage and a block under the 
forehead. Let the legs and arms relax completely. Soften the abdomen; allow it to expand 
against the floor with the inhale and contract with the exhale. Practice for 6-8 minutes. 

• Savasana + Sandback Breathing – Lie in Savasana with a sandbag on the mid-abdomen. 
Inhale slowly against the sandbag’s weight. With the exhale, the weight will help contract 
the abdomen. Slow the breathing. After a few minutes, remove the sandbag and ask the 
student to notice how she feels. 

Mantra / Sound 
As part of a holistic strategy for mental health including movement, breathing practices, 
meditation, relationship, nutrition and nature, Gary Kraftsow also recommends sound techniques. 

• Producing sound causes the vocal cords to vibrate, creating a desirable healing and 
calming effect in the body and mind. 

• Vocalizing slows the breath rate and deepens the exhalation. 
• It focuses attention and tends to balance the emotions. 
• For use particularly in response to anxiety, it is perhaps most likely that vocalization of 

simple sounds combined with a breath practice would be an ideal place to begin. Learn 
more in Seed Sounds(“Fundamental Sounds” section). 

• See also: Sound, Mantras & Chanting Hub. 

HOW DOES THE YOGA OF SOUND WORK? 
Using vocal sound techniques in combination with postures effectively intensifies practice, focuses 
attention, deepens exhalation, increases circulation to the organs, and balances the emotions… 
Vocal sound techniques include humming, chanting simple syllables, chanting simple phrases that 
have certain meanings, and chanting more complete songs or prayers… The main factors that 
determine the effects of the sounds that are used are their particular vowels and consonants (varna), 
their pitch (svara), and their volume (bala). – Gary Kraftsow 

SHORTEN THE MANTRA AS NEEDED 
When your mind is heaving up and down, it may be difficult to hold on to the mantram… For 
emergencies like this, I would recommend using a shortened form of the mantram, the kernel of 
the mantra: Rama if your mantram is Hare Rama Hare Rama; Om if it is Om mani padme hum; Jesus 
if you use some form of the Jesus Prayer. – Eknath Easwaran  
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THE CONTINUOUS, ENDURING RESONANCE OF VOWELS 
Vowels represent consciousness, Spirit… Vowels are the essence of sound and vibration, continuous, 
independent and enduring in their resonance. You can take any vowel and intone it indefinitely. 
Many powerful Sanskrit seed mantras like Om and Aim are vowel predominant for this reason. They 
allow our energy to open, expand and ascend to higher levels. – Dr. David Frawley 

AH, MA, SA CALMING TO THE BODY & MIND 
The simple sounds that are user friendly in all languages and dialects are ah, ma, and sa. They are 
easy to use and calming to the body and mind. When spoken during an exhale, these sounds 
substantially lengthen the breath by narrowing the air passages and slowing the release of air from 
the lungs. –Larry Payne PhD 

Mindfulness Meditation 

 
Potential Benefits 

• Also called Insight Meditation, Vipassana and Open Monitoring Meditation. 
• Mindfulness Meditation may be effective for some students in bringing increased 

feelings of peace and well-being. 

Caution 
• Please note that those prone to anxiety may experience agitation when attempting to 

practice meditation. This is counterproductive and an indication to stop the practice. 
Please help students to notice the effects of practices and to choose those that are most 
effective for them individually. 

Teaching Tools 
Lynn Stoller (Yoga Journal) teaches the following in 6 Steps to Tame Anxiety: 
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Sit comfortably, close your eyes, and allow your breath to rest on your breath, following the inflow 
and outflow through your nostrils.  Then expand your awareness and notice your present-moment 
experience — tension in your neck, racing thoughts, sounds around you. When something comes 
up, whether it’s a thought, sensation, or emotion, name it without judging — “Thinking is 
happening,” “Worry is happening,” “Planning is happening” — and allow it to pass freely.  
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Yoga & Depression Introduction 
 

 

What is Depression? 

Sadness & Grief vs. Depression 
• To be sad usually means to be sad about something. Depression, on the other hand, is 

often experienced without an identifiable trigger. 
• Sadness and grief are natural human emotions that usually result from a challenging 

experience or situation, and which lessen as the situation resolves or the emotional hurt 
fades. 

• Clinical depression is a life-threatening medical condition in which sadness and other 
symptoms interfere with the sufferer’s ability to carry out everyday tasks. Symptoms 
persist for at least two weeks and can be so overwhelming that the person is 
incapacitated or even suicidal. (Timothy McCall, M.D.) 

Symptoms 
• Depression may not be experienced as sadness, but as a lack of feeling or aliveness. 
• In Yoga for Wellness, Gary Kraftsow notes that depression and related emotions are 

“characterized by a loss of energy, appetite, interest, and enthusiasm and are marked by 
a slowing down of the body’s metabolic rate.” 

• Kraftsow distinguishes depression from anger and anxiety in this critical way: 

Depression differs from anger and anxiety in a fundamental way: while in both anger and anxiety, 
the body is flooded with the chemical’s characteristic of the fight-or-flight response, in depression 
there is a low level of certain neurotransmitters, such as norepinephrine and serotonin.  – Gary 
Kraftsow 



 31 

Related Emotions 
Gary Kraftsow notes other attitudes and emotions that can be considered in the same general 
category as depression: complacency, dejection, despair, disappointment, emptiness, gloom, 
grief, hopelessness, loneliness, melancholy, sadness, sorry, self-pity, and shame. 

DEPRESSION COLORS ALL ASPECTS OF LIFE 
Depression colors all aspects of our lives, making everything less enjoyable, less interesting, less 
important, less lovable, and less worthwhile. Depression saps our energy, motivation, and ability to 
experience joy, pleasure, excitement, anticipation, satisfaction, connection, and meaning. All your 
thresholds tend to be lower. You’re more impatient, quicker to anger and get frustrated, quicker to 
break down, and it takes you longer to bounce back from everything. – Guy Winch PhD  

Yoga Perspective 
• From a yogic perspective, depression may be classified as either tamasic or rajasic. 
• Tamasic depression manifests in more lethargic and passive ways 

while rajasic depression is expressed with agitation. 

RAJASIC VS. TAMASIC 
Whether you feel anxious and active in your depression (rajasic) or fogged in and passive (tamasic), 
understanding the subtleties of your state of mind is important. – Amy Weintraub  

TAMASIC  =CLINICAL DEPRESSION, RAJASIC = AGITATED DEPRESSION 
Someone with tamasic, or clinical, depression may describe feeling lethargic, dull, or hopeless. You 
may be able to observe slumped shoulders, a collapsed chest, or sunken eyes in their appearance. 
On the other hand, someone with rajasic, or agitated, depression may feel nervous, jittery, anxious, 
and incapable of being still.  You might notice in Savasana or restorative poses that their eyes stay 
open and dart about or that their fingers keep twitching. Discussing symptoms with your student 
and making visual observations will help you to plan a sequence that will fit their needs. – Nina 
Zolotow  

What May Help: Overview 

 

General Approach 
When the mind is depressed, it simply is incapable of seeing clearly. Everything is a house of mirrors, 
and the more you think about the causes, the more depressed you are likely to be… The direct 
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approach simply will not work. You cannot say, “I know I just feel depressed because I didn’t get 
that raise, so I hereby shake this depression off.” The mind will only laugh at you. [See Mantra/Sound 
below for Easwaran’s suggestions.] – Eknath Easwaran 

 

Yoga Tools to Consider 
Research has shown that yoga reduces symptoms of depression. Here are some tools for 
consideration. 

1. Breathing Practices 
2. Mantra / Sound 
3. Choosing Thoughts / Affirmations 
4. Asana 

YOGA PRACTICES CAN WORK WITHOUT MENTAL PROCESSING 
You don’t need to understand or even process your thoughts or emotions in order to experience 
dramatic shifts in mood, behavior, and well-being. – Bo Forbes PsyD  

RECOVERY MORE LIKELY WITH A HOLISTIC APPROACH 
In fighting depression, the mantram needs all the help it can get, and the most effective support 
we can offer is to throw ourselves into work or activities that turn out attention outward and keep 
us from thinking about ourselves… Unfortunately, when people are depressed, they usually do just 
the opposite. They hide themselves in their room, draw the curtains, and minimize the distractions 
so the mind can dwell on its problems without interruption. Often, they feel they don’t want to 
inflict their depression on others. This may be a commendable motive for withdrawing but it only 
makes the depression worse. – Eknath Easwaran 
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Yoga & Depression Practices to Consider  

 
Cautions 
 

1. Before considering practices that may help with depression, please be sure to review 
the Mental Health Introduction and be familiar with cautions regarding diagnosis and 
referral. 

2. The uniqueness and complexity of each person’s physical state, lifestyle and experiences 
means they will each experience practices in a particular way that may be different from 
someone else. Thus, as with all conditions and experiences, there is no “one right way” or 
universal fix. 

3. Teach and encourage students to experiment and observe the effect of various practices. 
Ensure they own their power to choose what works for them. 

4. Seated meditation may not be suitable for some students experiencing depression since 
it can easily lead to rumination and increased symptoms of depression. 

Breathing Practices 

Potential Benefits 
• Like people with anxiety, people who are depressed tend to suffer from a chronic 

activation of the sympathetic nervous system and elevated cortisol levels (Timothy 
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McCall). Thus, breathing practices can help in the same way by reducing stress and 
invoking the Relaxation Response.  

• The benefits of yogic breathing can be both immediate and long term, since practice can 
make calm breathing a habit. 

Cautions 
• Please note that some students may experience agitation when attempting to 

manipulate the breath. This is counterproductive and an indication to stop the practice. 
In such cases, consider practices that encourage Natural Breathing and other tools such 
as mantra or asana. 

• Most formal pranayama techniques were designed for healthy individuals pursuing 
advanced goals around energy management. Thus, when working with any conditions, 
do not utilize formal pranayama techniques. Instead, focus on overcoming restricted 
breathing patterns and utilizing breath practices to help students eventually become 
proficient in Yogic Breathing. 

Practice Considerations 
WORKING WITH DEPRESSION CAN BE CHALLENGING 

Working with depression can be more difficult than working with either anxiety or fatigue. For that 
reason, be cautious about how you apply the breathing remedy when you’re feeling blue. Forcing 
the breath can quickly exacerbate your lousy mood. – Richard Rosen 

• Focus on the breath without any forcing. 
• Focusing on the breath and breathing deeply into the chest can bring an awareness of 

the feeling of breath and life in the body (Timothy McCall) 
• After some time of watching breath, gently equalize the length of inhalation and 

exhalation. (Richard Rosen) 
• If possible, without strain, occasionally and gradually lengthen inhalation and exhalation. 

(Richard Rosen) 
• Focus on the inhale. (Timothy McCall) 

Mantra / Sound 
Whenever you are tempted to think about how depressed you are and why, go out for a fast walk 
repeating the mantram in your mind… At the beginning you will find this very difficult to do. The 
mind will slip away from the mantram again and again. But keep on trying; after awhile the mantram 
will take hold., which means that the car of your mind is back on the road again and ready to come 
under control. – Eknath Easwaran 

As part of a holistic strategy for mental health including movement, breathing practices, 
meditation, relationship, nutrition and nature, Gary Kraftsow also recommends sound techniques. 

• Producing sound causes the vocal cords to vibrate, creating a desirable healing and 
calming effect in the body and mind. 

• Vocalizing slows the breath rate and deepens the exhalation. 
• It focuses attention and tends to balance the emotions. 
• For use particularly in response to anxiety, it is perhaps most likely that vocalization of 

simple sounds combined with a breath practice would be an ideal place to begin.  
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HOW DOES THE YOGA OF SOUND WORK? 

Using vocal sound techniques in combination with postures effectively intensifies practice, focuses 
attention, deepens exhalation, increases circulation to the organs, and balances the emotions… 
Vocal sound techniques include humming, chanting simple syllables, chanting simple phrases that 
have certain meanings, and chanting more complete songs or prayers… The main factors that 
determine the effects of the sounds that are used are their particular vowels and consonants (varna), 
their pitch (svara), and their volume (bala). – Gary Kraftsow 

SHORTEN THE MANTRA AS NEEDED 
When your mind is heaving up and down, it may be difficult to hold on to the mantram… For 
emergencies like this, I would recommend using a shortened form of the mantram, the kernel of 
the mantra: Rama if your mantram is Hare Rama Hare Rama; Om if it is Om mani padme hum; Jesus 
if you use some form of the Jesus Prayer. – Eknath Easwaran 

THE CONTINUOUS, ENDURING RESONANCE OF VOWELS 
Vowels represent consciousness, Spirit… Vowels are the essence of sound and vibration, continuous, 
independent and enduring in their resonance. You can take any vowel and intone it indefinitely. 
Many powerful Sanskrit seed mantras like Om and Aim are vowel predominant for this reason. They 
allow our energy to open, expand and ascend to higher levels. – Dr. David Frawley  

AH, MA, SA CALMING TO THE BODY & MIND 
The simple sounds that are user friendly in all languages and dialects are ah, ma, and sa. They are 
easy to use and calming to the body and mind. When spoken during an exhale, these sounds 
substantially lengthen the breath by narrowing the air passages and slowing the release of air from 
the lungs. –Larry Payne PhD  

Choosing Thoughts / Affirmations 
It is the nature of depression for the mind to dwell on itself—on one’s problems, one’s failures, 
one’s inadequacies. – Eknath Easwaran 

• Bringing awareness to the present moment can be helpful in supporting an individual 
with depression, just as it is in managing anxiety. 

• It is likely to be a great challenge, but students with depression may find sustainable 
relief through learning to recognize and choose thoughts. The goal is to recognize 
destructive thoughts and consciously replace them with something more positive 
(pratipaksha) 

• The more positive thought could be a self-selected affirmation, a gratitude practice, or 
other. 

• Some experts such as Eknath Easwaran note that trying to get to the root of depression 
is a fruitless task. Why? Because not only may depression be defined as lacking an 
identifiable trigger but when experiencing depression, the mind is “a house mirrors” 
making productive thought impossible. On the other hand, when symptoms have been 
relieved through such practices as movement and sound, and the mind is more 
balanced, then perhaps self-study may lead the practitioner to recognize changes that 
need to be made in work or relationships, for example, that help to alleviate symptoms. 
(Timothy McCall)  
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AFFIRMATION SUGGESTIONS 
With yoga and especially meditation, part of the goal is always to control your thoughts… with 
successive practice, you learn to recognize negative or destructive thoughts and consciously to 
replace them with something more positive… You can choose your own affirmation or use the 
following: “Every day, in every way, I grow stronger with my body, breath, and mind.” Repeat your 
affirmation upon rising and on retiring at night, before meals, during your relaxation exercise, and 
whenever you start to have negative thoughts throughout the day. – Larry Payne PhD & Richard 
Usatine, MD 

INTERRUPT NEGATIVE THINKING WITH GRATITUDE 
Cultivating gratitude is one of the most powerful tools you have to re-write the negative programs 
that run in your mind. Negativity is always about fear and lack. With its focus on abundance and 
well-being, gratitude is negativity’s polar opposite. It dissolves negativity by shifting attention away 
from what you don’t have, what might go wrong, or other grievances to all that you do have, and 
everything that’s going right in your life. – Adam Brady 

Asana & Sequences 

 
Clinical work convinced me that the body holds an essential key to healing anxiety and depression.– Bo 
Forbes PsyD  

Potential Benefits 
• Poses that are practiced with a focus on connecting with the breath may help to reduce 

symptoms. 
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Asana 
If depression makes it difficult for you to begin exercise, start yoga very slowly by spending a few 
minutes a day doing yoga breathing exercises. You can do this for a week or more until you feel 
ready to begin a routine. – Larry Payne PhD & Richard Usatine, MD 

Some considerations to ease symptoms of depression include: 

• With rajasic depression, follow the recommendations for anxiety, remembering that as 
with anxiety, students may need to begin with a more active practice to calm excess 
energy before moving to restorative poses. 

• With tamasic depression, students can be encouraged to gently draw the shoulders back 
and lift the heart, enabling them to breathe more deeply. 

• Backbends can be energizing and uplifting and counteract the closed chest and shallow 
breathing common in depression. 

• If someone suffering from depression can practice just one pose, B.K.S. Iyengar 
recommends that it be Supported Setu Bandhasana (Supported Bridge Pose). (Nina 
Zolotow) 

Expert Readings 
MEDITATION AND UNREGULATED DEPRESSION 

Meditation is powerful, as you know. But one problem of meditating when you have depression is 
that the meditation itself can turn on you and become a litany of self-blame and despair. You might 
think you’re meditating and helping yourself, but you’re not; you’re ruminating, digging yourself 
into a deeper and deeper hole. So the biggest contraindication to meditating is severe unregulated 
depression, and this must be respected because the rumination picks up steam and can drive you 
into the depths. So, it’s wise to wait until you’ve achieved balance before beginning a meditation 
program. – Lynn Anjali Somerstein  

WITH CLINICAL DEPRESSION, YOGA IS A SUPPLEMENTARY TREATMENT 
Always keep in mind that yoga is a supplementary treatment for depression, not a standalone cure. 
You can use it to help someone who is recovering from depression or to help someone who has 
once suffered from it to prevent its recurrence. But serious depression (as opposed to, say, just 
feeling mildly depressed about life) can be a life-threatening disease and someone with serious 
depression should be under professional care. While yoga teachers can work with someone who 
has serious depression, the teacher should always make sure the student is also seeing a trained 
professional. – Nina Zolotow 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ALSO DEVELOPING INNER RESOURCES 
Clinical depression… can be quite dangerous, and medical intervention may call for drug therapy in 
the hands of an experienced physician to stabilize mood swings, and make the condition 
manageable. Many physicians, however, are concerned that such drugs are being overused… More 
and more, they warn, we are seeing a society in which life’s inevitable downturns are met by 
popping a pill. But ups and down are the very texture of life, and mind-stabilizing drugs, over time, 
may actually weaken the inner resources we need to master whatever life sends us. When we go on 
unnecessarily suppressing ordinary mood swings with a powerful drug, we may be suppressing our 
capacity for creativity, for sensitivity to others, for drawing on our own deeper resources to go 
beyond the mood swings of excitement and depression and find real peace of mind. – Eknath 
Easwaran  
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The DSM & Diagnosable Mental Health 
Disorders  

 
The DSM 

• Known as the DSM, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders is — at the 
time of this writing — in its fifth edition (released in 2013) and is therefore called the 
“DSM-5.” 

• The DSM is used by many mental health professionals to diagnose mental health 
disorders. 

• The DSM is a long list of disorders plus their professional definitions. 

WHAT IS THE DSM? 
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) is the handbook used by health 
care professionals in the United States and much of the world as the authoritative guide to the 
diagnosis of mental disorders. DSM contains descriptions, symptoms, and other criteria for 
diagnosing mental disorders. It provides a common language for clinicians to communicate about 
their patients and establishes consistent and reliable diagnoses that can be used in the research of 
mental disorders. It also provides a common language for researchers to study the criteria for 
potential future revisions and to aid in the development of medications and other interventions. – 
American Psychiatric Association 
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How Many Mental Disorders Are There? 
Almost 50 percent of Americans (46.4 percent to be exact) will have a diagnosable mental illness in 
their lifetimes, based on the previous edition, the DSM-IV. And the new manual will likely make it 
even “easier” to get a diagnosis. – Robin S. Rosenberg 

• The DSM-I (1952) had 106 disorders. 
• The DSM-III (1980) had 265. 
• The DSM-IV had 297. 
• The number of categories in the DSM-5 (2013) was said to have increased approximately 

10% and so has roughly 330. 

The Disorders: Categories & Examples 
The diagnosable disorders in the DSM can be categorized as follows (A List of Psychological 
Disorders): 

1. Neurodevelopmental — includes intellectual disability defined by IQ tests, 
communication disorders including stuttering, autism spectrum and ADHD 

2. Bipolar and Related — includes bipolar disorder, mania and depressive episodes 
3. Anxiety Disorders — includes generalized anxiety disorder, agoraphobia, social anxiety 

disorder, specific phobias, panic disorder and separation anxiety disorder 
4. Trauma & Stressor-Related — includes acute stress disorder, adjustment disorders, PTSD 

and reactive attachment disorder 
5. Dissociative — includes dissociative amnesia, DID and depersonalization disorder 
6. Somatic Symptom & Related — includes somatic symptom disorder, illness anxiety 

disorder, conversion disorder and factitious disorder 
7. Feeding & Eating — includes anorexia, bulimia, rumination disorder, pica and binge-

eating disorder 
8. Sleep-Wake — includes narcolepsy, insomnia disorder, hypersomnolence, breathing-

related sleep disorders, parasomnias and restless legs syndrome 
9. Disruptive, Impulse-Control and Conduct — includes kleptomania, pyromania, 

intermittent explosive disorder, conduct disorder and oppositional defiant disorder 
10. Substance-Related & Addictive — includes alcohol, cannabis, inhalant, stimulant, 

tobacco use disorders and gambling disorder 
11. Neurocognitive — includes delirium and cognitive disorders due to medical conditions 

such as Alzheimer’s, HIV, Parkinson’s, substance use, vascular disease and others 
12. Personality — includes antisocial, avoidant, borderline, dependent, histrionic, narcissistic, 

obsessive-compulsive, paranoid, schizoid and schizotypal personality disorders 

 
 

 

 


