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From the Director’s Desk 

The image of yoga seems to have changed since the 

last year, when 21
st
 June was declared as the 

International Day of Yoga (IDY). This declaration 

caused excitement in all yoga enthusiasts. Mass yoga 

congregations were witnessed all over the world. The 

honourable Prime Minister of India himself 

participated in one such, perhaps the largest ever 

yoga gathering at New Delhi. The place was Rajpath, 

and was referred to as Yogapath! If this enthusiasm 

remains as strong, it is expected that this year’s IDY 

too will witness mass participation. 

In this background, yoga as a professional input to 

patients merits attention. Yoga therapy for patients – 

psychiatric or neurological- therefore, should meet professional standards. This demands 

state-of-the-art research evidence and biological understanding of its role in such disorders. 

The use of yoga as therapy also has potential for integration with ongoing therapies, drug or 

non-drug. NIMHANS has the potential to accomplish this, viz. taking yoga therapy for 

neuropsychiatric disorders to a professional status.  

There are, however, several challenges that need to be addressed. Lack of objective markers 

of yoga effects on these disorders, objective ways of measuring clinical improvement, and an 

appropriate comparator are a few such challenges. Yoga as a user-friendly intervention, 

unlike a rigorous lifestyle practice too is a change that could help people accept this in 

clinical practice. Lastly, yoga approaches that are generic have better scope for 

generalizability and easy availability through standard ‘university trained’ yoga teachers. 

The staff of the NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga could benefit from addressing these 

issues. Such a metamorphosis of yoga into a professional input is very much desirable.  

         Prof. B. N. Gangadhar 

           

  

 
 

Dr. B. N. Gangadhar 

Director, NIMHANS 



 

 3 

Yoga and Well Being 

How will you know God, if you don’t know your big toe? - B K S Iyengar 

 

Wellbeing is more than just being happy. It is also not 

limited to physical health. Wellbeing is about the quality 

and satisfaction of our relationship with others, it is the 

security we feel in our environment, it is about how 

energetic we are, the pride we take in what we have 

contributed to our society and the gratitude we feel 

towards life. It is also about how all these elements 

interact with each other.  

For example, well-being in the workplace is related to 

the employees of an organisation feeling that they are 

flourishing, growing, contributing actively, engaged in 

the ethos of the organisation and feeling positive 

emotional states such as pleasure and energy that help 

make them resilient against stress. In a relationship, 

wellbeing is about how we are able to draw on each other’s strengths, help each other through 

our differences, acknowledge each other’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities and learn to grow 

together as a family or as a couple by enhancing our togetherness and resilience. So each one 

of us, wherever we are,  need to find ways of enhancing our wellbeing if we want to grow 

and find our true potential as human beings, beyond the usual and mundane. 

Several   mind body methods including yoga, can contribute to this state of wellbeing. 

Wellbeing is also closely linked to mindfulness and emotional regulation. Asanas, breathing, 

relaxation and meditation that are the key components of the yogic practice help to increase 

awareness and allow us to enhance attention, concentration and cognition. The self-regulation 

in yoga that accompanies breathing and focusing the mind on the body through postures not 

only contributes to increasing physical flexibility, strength and balance but also better 

emotional regulation.  

While for most of us yoga maybe about stretching our muscles, strengthening the body and 

achieving that perfect posture, for those who practice yoga in its completeness, it is also 
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about reaching deeper. It is about tuning in to the more subtle levels of our extended mind-

body. 

While some research suggests that it is the deep relaxation response that contributes to yoga’s 

benefits, others focus on more concrete benefits. For example, it has been found that women 

who routinely practiced yoga had lower amounts of the cytokine interleukin-6 (IL-6), which 

is a marker for an inflammatory response. Research also suggests that these women may 

respond less strongly to stressors in their everyday lives by practicing yoga. Research has 

also shown that the practice of yoga enhances pro-social behaviours, possibly by increasing 

oxytocin levels. Gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) is the brain’s main inhibitory 

neurotransmitter and is present in the brain structures that are involved in emotion regulation. 

GABA activity is shown to increase after a yoga session, again contributing to a sense of 

calmness.  

I have often wondered how the holding of a physical pose works neurobiologically to relax 

and also strengthen the mind and body. While the evidence is still not complete, yogic 

practice is seen to firstly lead to a deep physiological relaxation. By holding a posture and 

accompanying breathing, the body starts to shift from a state of biochemical arousal and 

tension to calm and relaxation. Relaxing yourself deeply into a yoga pose through deep 

breathing lowers the brain’s response to fight and flight. There is evidence to suggest an 

increase in oxygenation of blood and reduction of heart rate, blood pressure, and motor 

activity. Asana which means “staying” or “abiding” in Sanskrit, helps us to stay in full 

awareness of our mind and body, leading to a sense of calm.  

While asanas help in physically and emotionally strengthening ourselves, dhyana and 

mindfulness practice teach us to handle mental restfulness and also endurance. Who doesn’t 

face moments of anxiety, fear, sadness, anger and frustration? The yoga practice allows us to 

step back from these thoughts and emotions, and thus helps achieve equanimity.  

When you learn to hold steady in an asana while different emotions and feelings arise in your 

mind, you take a step towards wellbeing. Knowing that such a state of tranquillity exists and 

can be achieved even for a small moment, gives us the confidence to handle difficult times.  

Pranayama, or the regulation of breathing, goes hand in hand with the asana or posture. The 

proper rhythmic patterns of slow deep breathing are known to strengthen the respiratory 

system and soothe the nervous system, leading to calmness and reduced craving. Through 
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yogic postures and deep breathing we learn to note differences between tense and calm body 

processes so that we can implement a change in the way we react. In Sanskrit, yoga means to 

unite. The practice of yoga brings you to the awareness that where the body ends, the mind 

arises. That you are both body and mind. When you treat the body you are also treating the 

mind and at a deeper level, you start to live in an integrated way.   An important component 

of wellbeing - the inborn capacity for prosocial, affiliative behavior may be also enhanced by 

yoga, contributing to better connectedness, and compassion. 

Erich Fromm says that awareness, will, practice, tolerance of fear and of new experience are 

all necessary if transformation of the individual is to succeed. Yoga through its ability to 

enhance awareness helps to transform a person and bring to others the ability to relax and rest 

in their reassuring presence. When the body is relaxed and words and speech are calm and 

kind, a person is contributing to the wellbeing of all.  

Disclaimer - The author only occasional practices yoga and is not yet a researcher in the 

field. To write this article, in addition to books and articles, she has had discussions with 

several people who practice yoga regularly. Her major source of experiential wisdom has 

been her 86 year old father, who has not missed a single day of yoga practice since 45 years! 

 

Yoga Appreciation Course  

The NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga 

conducts Yoga Appreciation Course (YAC) 

for the staff and students of NIMHANS 

from various disciplines. This course is 

conducted in the months of January, April, 

July and October. Duration of the course is 

one month. Both theory and practical 

classes are conducted by junior scientific 

officers and yoga instructors employed 

under NIMHANS Integrated Centre for 

Yoga. In the month of January 2016, the last YAC was conducted. It was attended by 23 

members. Students who completed the course with adequate attendance were awarded with 

the participation certificates.    

Participants of YAC January, 2016 
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Yoga therapy for Psychiatric & Neurological Disorders 

NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga offers yoga therapy for inpatient as well as out-

patients. It has been a regularly increasing trend in the terms of number of patients availing 

yoga services for last three years. The 

last year was also not different from the 

previous years in this aspect. The 

number of sessions conducted has also 

shown an increase with an average of 

112 sessions/month in year 2013, 132 in 

the year 2014, and  234 in 2015. This 

depicts the increasing felt need for yoga 

from doctors, patients, and caregivers. 

Referrals come from are from all 

clinical departments for patients with diagnoses of schizophrenia or other psychotic disorders, 

depression, anxiety disorders, obsessive compulsive disorder, dementia, bipolar disorder, 

muscular dystrophy, psychogenic motor disorder, seizure disorder, learning disability, 

adjustment disorders and substance use disorders.   
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Invited Article: On Recognizing the Cognitive Aspects and 

Benefits of Aṣṭāṅga Yoga 

 

It is common knowledge that yoga is a generic term that 

includes a myriad of methods for Self-realization. Of the 

many forms of yoga, the trilogy of jñāna, bhakti and 

karma yoga is generally considered as the core. The 

dhyāna yoga of Patañjali’s eight-fold path is commonly 

pursued along with these three, even as many of its 

techniques are part of spiritual practices of Jainism, 

Buddhism and Sikhism. The basic distinction among 

jñāna, bhakti and karma yogas follows from the 

conception of the jīva, or person, as a jnātā (knower), 

bhoktā (enjoyer/sufferer) and kartā (agent). This implies 

that these three forms of yoga emphasize respectively 

three different psychological processes: cognitive, 

affective, and volitional. Against this background, 

cognitive aspects and benefits would appear to be 

strongest in jñāna yoga, and not in Aṣṭāṅga yoga. With these considerations in mind, the 

present essay seeks to explore the cognitive aspects and benefits of the Aṣṭāṅga yoga.  

 Before beginning such an examination, I wish to enter a caveat. Although it is clear 

that jñāna, bhakti and karma yogas mainly emphasize respectively cognitive, affective and 

volitional processes, these processes are not compartmentalized. Rather, like sattva, rajas and 

tamas, the three “strands” of Prakṛti, they are intertwined and always co-occur. Indeed, 

importance of role of the control of emotions in the practice of dhyāna is recognized by 

Patañjali (in Yoga Sūtra,1.12). This is implied in the statement that the cultivation of 

dispassionateness (vairāgya) is one of the two most important means in the practice of 

dhyāna yoga. In the balance of this essay I wish to point out the role that cognitive processes 

play in the eight limbs of Aṣṭāṅga yoga, and indicate how they ultimately lead to cognitive 

perfection.   

 At the first blush, cognition would seem to play no part in yama and niyama, since 

they are basically ethical guidelines specifying a set of virtues that an aspirant should 

cultivate, and the kind of bad behaviours she or he should avoid. It should be clear, however, 
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that one must first get to know the difference between good and bad behavior, and this is not 

possible without actively engaging in cognitively discriminating between alternative courses 

of action. This is of course equally true about karma yoga, where the role of various factors 

that contribute to the overall result of one' actions (explained in the Gita, 18.14) must be 

carefully assessed. In general, cognitive processes are ongoing in all forms of action, 

although in āsana and prāṇāyāma, their role appears to be relatively small. In pratyāhāra, 

however, cognitive processes play a major role. As the Māṇḍūkya Upanishad points out, in 

the wakeful state all mental functions, particularly cognitive, are focused outward (bahiḥ-

prajña). But in pratyāhāra, a practitioner of yoga is required to make a complete change in 

orientation: reverse one’s gaze from outward to inward.  

 After turning her attention inward, an aspiring practitioner must focus entirely on the 

stream of thoughts (citta nadī), which involves speaking silently to an absentee listener. 

Speaking, whether to others or to oneself, is fundamentally a cognitive activity. In the 

subsequent steps of dhāraṇā and dhyāna, the cognitive components become even more 

crucial. In dhāraṇā one is expected to “bind” thoughts to a particular area (deśabandhaḥ), 

which means avoiding jumping from one thought to another. This is not possible without 

continual cognitive appraisal of the object to which one’s thoughts are directed. Further, in 

dhyāna the practitioner is required to hold on to cognitive contents (pratyaya) in one’s 

experience over a sustained period of time. Although this implies primary focus on attention, 

it implies increased control over cognitive activity, which normally tends to be self-

perpetuating in the normal wakeful state.  

 When a practitioner attains success in steadily holding onto a particular thought over 

long period of time, she is said to be ready to attain a series of higher states of consciousness 

called the Samādhi. In his commentary of the Yoga Sūtras (1.42-47) Vācaspati Miśra 

provides a detailed description of some eight stages of Samādhi. It is not by any means easy 

to translate his account of the stages in the language of contemporary psychology. To me it 

makes sense to suggest that the progression from lower to higher states involves a step-by-

step process of stripping of the layers of which cognition is composed. Thus, the connotative 

and denotative meanings of the words by which an object of attention is known are dropped. 

Then the cognitive contents that are left in experience are the sensory images on which words 

and the layers of their meanings are constructed. Ultimately, even the sensory images are 

dropped so that experience is emptied of cognitive contents, thus reaching the trans-cognitive 

state of “pure” consciousness.  
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 What is interesting from a cognitive point of view is that, along the course of 

progression through the eight “limbs” or steps, a yogi is said to attain superior ways of 

knowing. There is a common understanding that practice of yoga leads to an extra-ordinary 

level of direct perception (yogi-pratyakṣa). In the Yoga Sūtra (#1.48) it is suggested that upon 

attaining the Nirvicāra level of Samādhi, a yogi’s cognition becomes “Truth-bearing,” i.e., 

devoid of all errors and distortions (ṛtambharā tatra prajñā). In other words, at this stage 

cognitive processes are taken to a state of perfection. To my knowledge, no other major form 

of yoga claims to attain such perfection of cognition, not even jñāna yoga where cognition is 

central. A careful look at this attainment indicates the process is not sudden but gradual, 

starting with the cultivation of affective neutrality (vairāgya). As is well known, passions 

such as anger, fear, and jealousy are the most common reasons for distorting perception. As 

an aspirant brings such passions under control through cultivation of dispassionateness; 

cognition becomes increasingly free from errors, ultimately leading to its perfection. 

 

Guest Lecture by Dr. Sat Bir S. Khalsa 

It was an honour to have Dr. Sat Bir S. Khalsa, Assistant Professor, Harvard Medical School 

for a guest talk on Psychophysiology of Yoga Practice on January 7, 2016 at the Arts 

Theatre, NIMHANS. Dr Sat Bir Khalsa is a 

well-known name in the field of yoga research. 

He is the research director, Kundalini Research 

Institute and Kripalu Center for Yoga and 

Health. He is also the Editor in chief of 

International Journal of Yoga Therapy and is 

associated with the Benson Henry Institute for 

Mind Body Medicine. In his talk, he described 

the neurophysiological and neurocognitive mechanisms underlying the effects of yoga-based 

practices. He also elaborated on the physiology of meditation whereby temporal changes in 

yoga practice result in arousal reduction, physical/mental well-being, mind/body awareness, 

resilience, self-regulation and psychological/philosophical transformation.   Dr. Khalsa also 

released the January issue of “Samatvam”, a quarterly newsletter from the NIMHANS 

Integrated Centre for Yoga.  

  

Samatvam Release by Dr. Khalsa 
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Expansion Plans for NICY - Bhoomi Pooja 

The NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga (NICY) started its activities under the guidance 

and leadership of Dr. B. N. Gangadhar, 

Professor of Psychiatry. NICY actively 

works in three main domains; service, 

research and academics. It has conducted 

workshops, seminars and conferences which 

has involved experts and research scholars 

of yoga and mental health field. NICY has 

trained national as well as international 

students in yoga therapy for mental health. 

The Centre has  published a significant  number of research papers in national and 

international indexed journals with major area of contribution being research in severe mental 

illness including psychotic disorders, which was a largely uncharted area.  

It has been felt over a period of time that the current infrastructure was not able to handle the 

increasing workload in terms of both service and research. This has necessitated a plan for the 

expansion of NICY. The foundation plaque for the upcoming block of NICY was laid by His 

Holiness the Dalai Lama on December 7, 2016, and the Bhoomi Pooja was conducted on 

January 13, 2016 in the presence of Dr. B. N. Gangadhar (Director, NIMHANS), Dr. P Satish 

Chandra (Former Director, NIMHANS), Dr. K. Sekar (Registrar, NIMHANS) and Dr. V. 

Ravi (Dean, Basic Sciences, NIMHANS). This aupicious ceremony was also attended by 

senior faculty members from different departments along with other staff of NICY. 

Additional facilities which will be available include two multipurpose halls, a waiting area 

for subjects and rooms for assessment and academic activities.   

Bhoomi Pooja by Director, NIMHANS 

Dr. Satish Chandra & other faculty members at Bhoomi Pooja  
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March towards IDY 2016 - Monthly Mass Yoga Sessions  

NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga (NICY) planned to organize Mass Yoga Sessions 

every month as a preparation for the 

International Day of Yoga 2016. Four mass 

yoga sessions were planned, two of which 

were held in month of February and March 

2016. A mass Suryanamaskar session was 

conducted on February 21, 2016 (Sunday) 

which was attended by 40 enthusiasts from 

various age groups. Participants not only 

included faculty, staff and students of 

NIMHANS but also patients, their caregivers and some elderly citizens. Feedback, 

suggestions and testimonials from the participants helped in planning of the next mass yoga 

session. In March, the theme for the session was pranayama. This mass pranayama Session 

was conducted on March 20, 2016 morning at 7:30AM in Gymkhana Complex, NIMHANS. 

It was attended by 335 participants. The session was preceded by a brief introductory talk on 

benefits and importance of pranayama by Dr. Shivarama Varambally, Additional Professor of 

Psychiatry.  

Three more Mass Yoga Sessions are planned 

in the month of April and May, before the 

final Mass Yoga Session on the occasion of 

International Day of Yoga (IDY) on June 21, 

2016. On the occasion of World Health Day 

(April 7), a yoga session will be organized 

for patients and their caregivers. In the same 

month on April 24, 2016, a mass asana 

session will be conducted. The final mass 

session will be conducted on May 22, 2016 in which the complete Yoga Module will be 

practiced. The culmination of these activities will be with a weeklong celebration of 

International Day of Yoga which will involve Yoga competitions, Yoga quiz, exhibition and 

a workshop on meditation.  

  

Mass Suryanamskara Session 

Mass Pranayama Session 
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NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga 

    (Mental Health & Neurosciences)           

Forthcoming Events: 
 

 “Mass Yoga Session” in April 24 and May 22, 2016. 

 Weeklong International Yoga Day Celebrations June 20 to June 26, 2016. 

     

Date  

 

 

Programme 

June 20, 2016 (Monday) Inauguration of Exhibition and New Yoga 

Hall 

June 21, 2016 (Tuesday) Mass Yoga Session 

June 22, 2016 (Wednesday) Yogic Diet 

June 23, 2016 (Thursday) Yoga competition for Patients & Caregivers 

June 24, 2016 (Friday) Yoga Competition for Staff & Students 

June 25, 2016 (Saturday) Quiz on Yoga 

June 26, 2016 (Sunday) Workshop on “Overview of Meditation: 

Clinical and Research Aspects 

(OMCARA)” 
 

NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga 

National Institute of Mental Health and 

Neurosciences, Hosur Road 

Bengaluru – 560029, Karnataka 

Phone: 080-26995730 

E-mail: yoga.nimhans@gmail.com 

 

To  

Dr./Mr./Mrs.  ………………………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

  Book Post 


