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Guest Articles 

Summary of lecture given in the International Day of Yoga Webinar 

Yoga for Promotion of Mental Health 

We are celebrating this year, on June 21st, the 6th 

International Day of Yoga (IDY). The first IDY was a 

mammoth success, after which there was  no 

looking back as every time more and more people 

joined in. Sadly though, this time the corona 

pandemic has moved us away from the mass yoga 

sessions that used to be held earlier in bigger 

grounds and stadiums. Interestingly, we have found 

a way to do it at home with our families, both for the 

reason of staying indoors for safety purpose due to 

the corona effect and also to strengthen the family 

bonding.  

As a scientist, I would like to see if yoga as a 

therapeutic intervention has good biological 

markers/evidences of its effect in treating 

psychiatric illnesses. In recent years, why have 

mental health professionals started advocating yoga for promotion of mental health and for 

protecting the brain? Ever since yoga was talked about in our traditional texts, the role of 

mind always came in the picture.  

‘Manah prashamanopayah yoga ityabhideeyate’ (Yoga Vashishtha) 

Yoga Vashishtha, from the days of Ramayana, defined yoga as the one which makes the mind 

calmer and better. Patanjali, stalwart of yoga, defined yoga as:‘Chitta vritti Niroddha’ i.e. 

what reduces the oscillations of the mind is yoga. He provided a manual of yoga which 

included specific eight limbs – yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dharana, 

dhyana & Samadhi; that came into practice gradually. In reference to psychiatric disorders, 

yogasanas/posture and pranayama/breathing practices are focused on for therapeutic and 

practical purposes. Although meditation is an integral part of yoga, it is generally not 

included as a therapy for serious psychiatric disorders. Here, I will try to illustrate a few 

positive and therapeutic effects of yoga and its neuro-biological correlates.  
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Yoga for Healthy people 

Yoga has been found to improve cognitive functions in healthy elderly people who had mild 

cognitive impairment (which could be a forerunner for some who go on to suffer from 

dementia). Nonetheless, in these elderly people who did not have any severe physical or 

psychiatric disorder, practice of yoga improved their quality of sleep. It also improved their 

cognitive functions as demonstrated by enhanced performance on the neuropsychological 

tests. They reported better well-being as their quality of life improved after practice of yoga. 

Yoga for Clinical population 

Clinical depression is a common prevalent psychiatric illness, where yoga has been shown to 

be better than usual care, relaxation and aerobic exercise. Yoga given in addition to 

medications is found to be beneficial in bringing improvement in symptoms of depression. 

Recent findings have shown yoga to bring down depression scores even when given as the 

sole therapy. This observation has been further examined by two separate examiners: one in 

New York reported from their randomized controlled trial that yoga as mono-therapy is 

better than nothing at all and another recent case series from India on people with moderate 

depression found that patients improved with yoga intervention alone. Thus yoga has a 

significant role to play in ameliorating symptoms of depression substantially. 

Mechanism of action of Yoga 

Why does depression gets better with practice of yoga? In healthy individuals, who practiced 

yoga, we measured one of the neurotransmitter functions in the brain using a very complex 

physiological test which looks at the electro cerebral silence (cortical silence period). If one 

practices yoga, this silent period gets longer. The length of the silence period is related to the 

Gamma Amini Butyric Acid (GABA) mechanisms in the brain and lengthening suggests 

stronger GABA action. This electro-cerebral silence period is found to be longer in healthy 

individuals as compared to depressed individuals, indicating lower GABAergic tone in case 

of illness. In a study, people with depression were randomly distributed into two groups, one 

was made to do walking exercise and the other was given yoga, for one week. After practicing 

one week of yoga or exercise GABAergic tone started getting better in both the groups. 

GABAergic tone in terms of length of the electro-cerebral silence in depressed individuals 

began to inch towards the healthy individuals score after practicing yoga for one week. Such 

change was not shown in the exercise group. Although both the groups started showing 

clinical improvement, it seems that yoga helped in not just correcting clinical status by 
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making them feel better, but also was changing their underlying pathophysiology to make 

the improvement even more lasting. Elsewhere, researchers have also shown changes in the 

actual level of brain GABA, which can be measured in live situations with present day 

technology. They found that with the practice of yoga the GABA levels went up in depressed 

individuals.  A further aspect is that reduction in GABA generates a cascading set of events 

which leads to increase in the levels of cortisol in depressed patients. Although a transient 

increase in cortisol can be useful to handle stress, sustained increases can actually harm the 

brain. We found that depressed subjects who practiced yoga regularly five days a week for 

12 weeks as an add-on to antidepressants actually had lower levels of cortisol than those who 

took medications only. Cortisol increase actually exposes the brain to failed repair 

mechanisms. The repair happens because of a chemical called as the brain-derived 

neurotrophic factor (BDNF) which is found to be lower in the blood of depressed individuals 

when compared to healthy subjects. The level of BDNF increases on treatment with 

antidepressant treatment. It was observed that if one treats with antidepressant or yoga or 

both, the brain BDNF levels rose. In fact when yoga was given with antidepressant treatment 

or alone as treatment for about 6 to 12 weeks, both situations lead to increase in brain BDNF 

levels. Interestingly, we were able to demonstrate that higher levels of cortisol made BDNF 

response poorer. In fact, those who had a very robust increment in the BDNF were those 

people who actually had lower levels of cortisol following yoga therapy. So it is not just the 

hormones, the chemicals, the brain repair mechanism, but overall brain physiology also 

shows effects from practice of yoga.  

We had people chant OM as a task during functional magnetic resonance-imaging and this 

study  showed that chanting OM led to deactivation of emotional centres in the brain which 

are responsible for emotional upheavals in illnesses like depression, anxiety etc. So it can be 

said that yoga led to a physiological change in the brain which made people get better from 

depression. So, if one remains continuously depressed, continuously stressed or worries, it 

causes wear and tear mechanisms in the brain leading to compromised and lower levels of 

the BDNF and shrinking some parts of the brain making the gray matter look smaller. These 

findings support a well-known saying: “Chita dahati nirjivam, chinta dahati jeevanam”. So 

if one remains continuously stressed and anxious, one tends to lose the brain itself in the form 

of shrinking of brain. Many of us could have smaller brains because of the fact that we have 

been continuously stressed for a long time in present day lifestyle.  

In the elderly population, there is normally a gradual process of brain shrinkage. This 

especially happens in the brain area called as hippocampus. Hippocampus is a very sensitive 

part of the brain which starts shrinking as one gets older. A person aged 60, may have 20% 

- 30% of brain shrinkage as compared to when he was 25-30 years of age. Further, it may 
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shrink subsequently with age probably with development of senile dementia at 80-90 years 

of age. A study assessed the hippocampus size in elderly after practice of six months of yoga 

by using very sophisticated mathematical model. It was observed that there was small 

increment in the size of hippocampus which 

could be sensitively detected using this 

magnetic resonance imaging technology. 

Another study conducted elsewhere 

measuring the total gray matter in the brain 

using statistical mapping, observed an age 

dependent drop in the gray matter in healthy 

individuals who did not practice yoga. The same measurement done for individuals 

practicing yoga did not show any age-dependent decline of the gray matter. So it is a very 

interesting fact that the practice of yoga protects the brain. There is data which supports the 

view that that yoga slows the aging process itself. Chromosomes present in our DNA age by 

shrinking of the telomere which is found at the tip of the chromosomes. This age dependent 

shortening of telomere which happens due to various effects in the body as a result of aging, 

did not happen in groups of people who practiced yoga. This protection of the telomeres 

occurs because of improvement in the antioxidant status of the individual. There are many 

studies which have shown elsewhere that the antioxidant status gets better with the practice 

of yoga and this indirectly suggests how the telomeres are spared from getting shorter in 

people practicing yoga. So in summary, yoga protects one’s brain and body from aging.  

Another important topic is brain networks. Within the brain there are continuous 

connections across different parts. Thus, there are a lot of networks that keep forming from 

one point to another point, such that the brain is continuously active. And tapping of these 

networks can enable us to measure the network which is be responsible for memory, or for 

emotions, or for the thought processes and so on. There are hundreds of such networks, but 

one commonly studied network is the Default Mode Network (DMN). Findings from a recent 

functional magnetic resonance imaging study suggest that this network was found to be 

poorly coherent or dysfunctional in schizophrenia individuals before and even after 

treatment. Also, it was reported that this network was more coherent in healthy subjects in 

comparison to individuals with schizophrenia. This indicates poor intra-cerebral network 

connectivity within the brain just as much as they are disconnected outside. This 

disconnection can be seen in thoughts, emotions and psyche of schizophrenia patients as 

well. This is the reason why it is called as Schizo-phrenia (‘split-brain). Due to this 

disconnection within themselves, in their own personal life they tend to remain aloof and 

thus get disconnected from the society as well. One of the possible reasons why they become 
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so is within their brain, the networks become weaker. When such individuals practiced yoga, 

it was found that these networks became more coherent, i.e. networking improved with the 

practice of yoga. Along with this, reduction in negative symptoms of schizophrenia was 

noted, which made them a little more emotive, more compassionate and connected to the 

family. Whether yoga can enhance connection between brain networks is still questionable, 

but it can be said to be beneficial in addressing many behavioural problems and has the 

potential to slow down the neuro-senescence and prevent potential onset of dementia.  

Yoga for Family Well-Being 

On the occasion of International day of Yoga, the 

whole world is celebrating “Yoga at Home and 

Yoga with Family”. It is something very unique 

to this year which I hope will not be the same 

anytime in the future.  

In today’s times of COVID-19 crisis, seeking yoga 

has become a need for protection or 

strengthening of the immune system and 

keeping our respiratory system strong. Apart 

from all this, current situation has an element 

much deeper, stronger, intense and subtler to it. 

It has been the vision and mission of our prime 

minister to use this opportunity to make people 

understand, recognize and feel that family union 

is very essential, this unity within family 

probably would never have happened if it was 

not this situation. So let us thank COVID, which in Sanskrit can be called as ‘Covidah’, which 

means ‘very efficient’, ‘very skilful’ and ‘learned’. So, COVID has become a very learned, 

skilful ‘covidah’, creating lots of havoc in the world, superseding all our intellect and has 

forced us to come together staying at home and working from home. 

We all want to move towards best health, as defined by World Health Organisation, to move 

towards more positive wellness. But every century, we faced challenges in the form of 

pandemics of communicable diseases like plague etc. We thought we got over these mega 

pandemics with the finding of antibiotics, antibacterial agents; antiviral agents; vaccines etc., 

and got convinced that we are done with communicable diseases and now it is time to think 

of pandemics of non-communicable diseases like diabetes instead. But nature is challenging 
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us with more intelligent challenges, more intelligent organisms that enter our body creating 

havoc. What could be the reason? Why in spite of so much of intellectual gigantism we are 

still facing this problem, obviously it is the insufficiency of the knowledge base. In the 17th 

century, we were of the notion that we have understood everything about the human system, 

that man is a mega machine made of assembled parts. As per the scientific understanding of 

that century, we started looking at humans as an organ oriented form only, like ten blind 

men looking at the elephant from different positions. But in 20th century, we started asking 

questions like, what is mind?  Is it the product of brain or a function of the brain? What is 

this life energy which is being so widely mentioned in traditional medicine? A large number 

of publications has shown the benefits of handling this Prana energy or the chi energy and 

the emotions. So what are these and how can it influence our body..? Thanks to all the 

research done over the last few decades, we now understand that the ‘Mind’ is very powerful 

and influences the body. Today everyone is saying that Immune system, Stomach, Liver, 

Uterus, Gut-biomes; all are mirrors of the mind. So we have understood all this by changing 

names but we have hardly moved any step ahead to be able to cure such diseases or handle 

them. This knowledge base has been available in our Indian system in the knowledge form 

of Pancha Kosha viveka, described in Taitarya Upanishad. It says that we are all made of five 

aspects of personality, which needs to be tackled, understood, handled, managed and 

mastered through voluntary mastery. Unfortunately, this is where we lost sight and ended 

up with lot of changes caused as a result of lifestyle which includes eating junk food, lack of 

physical activity, bad habits, drinking and smoking, mental or emotional stress. In fact, junk 

food and lack of physical activity leads to obesity, which is the root cause of many of the 

problems including various co-morbidities which predispose a person to COVID infection. 

All this needs to be traced to the mind because as long as we cannot handle the mind, we 

cannot understand the mind and its distressful responses which are responsible for 

dysregulating the lifestyle which leads to all the problems we continue to have.  So what is it 

that is creating all the problems in the mind? It is imbalance caused by stress. Stress is an 

intense emotional response to demanding situations, i.e. our emotions at the mind level such 

as Kama, Krodha, Lobha, Moha, Mada, Matsarya, which when persistent and longstanding, 

can result in behavioural changes like aggression, fear, anxiety, depression etc. All such 

processes lead to release of harmful chemicals including oxidative stress and create problem.  

This is where role of yoga comes into play as yoga is the opposite of all that. Instead of 

aggression, yoga replaces it with love. So we can equate yoga to love. In fact the definition of 

yoga has been beautifully described by Narada Bhakti Sutra as ‘Parama prema roopa’ which 

is the basic necessity for any family bonding. And this family bonding can only happen if we 

can understand our mind and recognize what is happening in our mind. Today we have 

become highly intellectual beings which I describe with an example. There was a house with 
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three daughter-in-laws; the first daughter-in-law had only studied up to 10th standard. So 

when she came to the in-laws house, it took about three months for her to get used to their 

family until she became one with the family, everyone became her friends, and loving and 

caring in-laws became ‘appa’ and ‘amma’ for her and she was happily settled. When the 

second daughter-in-law came, she underwent a lot of discomfort with lot of complaints, lot 

of comparisons because as she was a postgraduate with M.D. degree. So, thought of being 

educated was building up the notion in her that this is right, this is wrong. Thus, it took 

almost two years for her to get used to the family by which time she also became a mother 

and this motherhood enabled her to get more mature and helped her in amalgamating with 

the family. Then, the third daughter-in-law came who had finished PhD and had been a 

researcher. Being a researcher, one is supposed to do critical analysis i.e. you should learn 

how to find out what is missing and how could it have been better; all this is very essential 

as a researcher or a PhD person to come to conclusions. This girl with PhD was trained in 

critical analysis, so after coming to the new home she started applying this to all the 

relationships. This resulted in broken family within three months as she along with her 

husband got separated from the family. Hence, our present-day education is making us 

become very critical in our relationships. Our sages tried to make us understand that 

criticality should be used as and when required and it should be switched off when not 

required, that we should develop tolerance, acceptance and respect. All such virtues are 

almost completely gone from our present day educated society of India.  We as young 

daughter-in-laws or son-in-laws of the family may have forgotten respecting our elders, but 

we should remember that a family bond can only come about by compassion, love and respect 

and switching off our criticality.  

Among research publications, a very interesting study done in Karnataka found that eight 

weeks of yoga done by hundred nursing students brought improvement in self-compassion 

and mindfulness as demonstrated by a standard questionnaire. Another very interesting 

paper in which the title itself said ‘I am a nice person when I do yoga!!’ It was a qualitative 

analysis and content analysis of how Yoga affects interpersonal relationships. The study was 

carried out, surveying 1067 yoga practitioners with 171 written comments and they were 

able to show that yoga community have got such a wonderful bonding and they were patient, 

kind, mindful, self-aware and helpful during the crisis periods and were able to give a lot of 

support to all the family. Recently, in this COVID situation, one of my friends sent an email, 

saying that there is an organization where yoga was introduced to hundred pregnant women 

and they were freely going through without any COVID contact or COVID affecting them 

and they had healthy babies. This reminded me of a randomized controlled study carried out 

with hundred and fifty two pregnant women. They were recruited at 20th week and were 



SAMATVAM 

 

9 
 

taught yoga three days a week until 36th week. They were assessed for the interpersonal 

relationship using Fundamental Interpersonal Relationship Orientation-Behaviour (FIRO-B) 

questionnaire. It was found that yoga group was better in their interpersonal relationships 

than the control group given care as usual. A large number of studies among prisoners on 

aggression have shown reduction in aggression with yoga. In a study, ten weeks of yoga with 

one class per week, reduced their antisocial behaviour, aggression, self-directed aggression 

and prison associated mental abnormalities dramatically in the yoga group. So, in reference 

to family, family bonding, interpersonal relationship, acceptance, respect, yoga is the only 

one which has the conceptual basis of our original true nature which means absence of all 

miseries. That is we all are made of the stuff called bliss, satchitananda, supreme knowledge, 

all power, capacity and complete freedom. As Raghuramji keeps saying, real freedom is to be 

free from the ‘desire of freedom’ as well and that is where we touch the Anandamaya kosha.  

So if one wants to move towards total positive health with no trace of illnesses, one will have 

to really touch it. Harmonious function of each and every cell in the body is possible only 

through that. Although all of us are made of this universal blissful total healthy, balanced, 

powerful knowledge base, still we all keep covering ourselves with ignorance (Ajnana), with 

Adhi, with stress which leads to all diseases. In such case, what we all need to do is to 

recognize this seed of all diseases - Adhi, which is nothing but our transitory emotions, which 

when persist consistently in the form of uncontrolled rewinding speeded up repetition of 

sentences, percolates down deeper and creates problem. In the present day life style, being at 

family or at office, we all are so much busy with so-called useful responses to demanding 

situation that comes along with useless responses in the form of violent emotional hyper 

reactivity and suppressed emotions resulting in aggression in behaviour. Our own 

workaholic nature drains our speeded up violent activity at the mind level percolating deeper 

in the body to create all problems. Therefore the sages emphasized that the entire solution 

lies in closing the eyes and recognizing this first, ‘Aavrut chakshu, Amrutatva ichham, 

Pratyagatmanam ekshata’, that “I am made of that stuff which is absolutely free from any 

stress, I am made of that Ananda, that bliss, that freedom”. We should use the wisdom inbuilt 

within us, our analytical and discriminating faculty, and action in tune with the cosmic and 

become in tune with spiritual masters to realize this. In fact we have several such examples, 

one example is of a very human - Divine Being from the Ramayana, who was able to maintain 

that equipoise under all circumstances. Similarly, we should learn to handle every difficult 

situation like a difficult child, adolescent problem, difficult son-in-law, difficult kaamwali, 

with equipoise, without getting lost in our emotions. We should incorporate this as lessons 

in our school education, in our families. I'm very happy to share that during these times of 

lockdown, where children from other parts of the world may be utilizing their time through 

various types of other activities online, but children of our faculty, residing in our campus - 
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Prashanti Kutiram are utilizing their time in practicing Bhagwad Gita four times in a day. 

Three children aged five, six and seven have completed memorizing all the slokas of 18 

chapters of Bhagwad Gita and they're ready to go ahead and memorize more and more. So 

learning these concepts at such a young age is going to make an important contribution to 

their family life in future. In fact we got very impressed to see how families bonded during 

this period of COVID which has created so many challenges.  

So in summary, yoga is ‘prashaman’ meaning slowing down, and to do that we need many 

techniques so as to reach the state of total mastery over the modifications of the mind. Let us 

understand very simple message that sages are giving. Sage Vashishtha says: recognize the 

speed of the mind every minute of your life and see how you can slow down while sitting, 

talking, going to the toilet, blinking, breathing, sleeping, all the time maintain that 

background awareness, background quietude, background awareness – ‘Yogastha kuru 

karmani’ i.e. getting established in that deep inner silence while working outside. In your 

mind make two compartments: go on working with full energy in the outer compartment 

but get established in your inner compartment of silence, bliss and balance. This was the 

exact message given by our Prime Minister on International Day of Yoga message where he 

gave three sutras: 1) Work in ‘samatvam’ 2) Never lose efficiency in the outer compartment 

3) Maintain the inner bliss which is possible through ‘Seva’. Through the three messages, he 

was able to give us a message to move towards better stability, harmony in family and 

interpersonal relationships. Therefore, essence of these many techniques is to simply slow 

down the mind, slow down the breath and slow down the body. There are several techniques 

available for practice – diet, pranayama, meditation, relaxation techniques and we are 

working on this in context of the COVID situation. We have prepared 5 videos for normal 

people who are under lockdown (please visit www.svyasa.edu.in to access the videos). So 

they can put up these videos on the internet and practice them at home for 20 minutes in the 

morning and in the evening. For people who are sick and are in hospital, we have developed 

relaxation practices, five of them are being used by large number of our friends around the 

globe. As a part of this study, we have taken up a research project where we are able to obtain 

answers to different questions through Google Form and we are very happy to share that we 

have received 25,000 responses which is under analysis. Nearly 70% of the vulnerable 

population are doing asanas and 85% of the vulnerable population are practicing relaxation 

practices in our country (vulnerable as per their age and having non-communicable 

diseases). So these people doing Abhyaasa are the ones who are coping much better with 

COVID situation than the other group who did not do yoga. Soon we will come out with the 

data analysis and publications. Thus, yoga is proving to be protective in COVID situation. In 

fact, as a clinician, when I see patients, now through video consultations in tele-mode I see 
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them in their homes. I can see their happy faces and having nice time with their families - 

sitting together chit chatting, playing, singing and dancing. I have a cancer patient whom I 

have to see every week and I see him happier with the family now than before the COVID 

time. So senior yoga practitioners have accepted it in the right spirit and are protecting 

themselves and others through these yoga practices. I hope we all continue to promote this 

even after the COVID period is over and continue building up family bonding with better 

and better family health and move towards the theme of ‘Vasudayeva kutumbakam’ (whole 

world is one family) by promoting a simple thing of watching our own mind and slowing it 

down and switching it off when not required.  
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Activities at Department of Integrative Medicine 

New Initiatives: 

a. The Integrative Medicine Department in 

collaboration with the Telemedicine Center 

took the initiative to conduct Tele-Yoga 

sessions for the people in quarantine due to 

novel Corona virus situation, across India 

from 7th April 2020. Yoga Program comprised of 45- minute session which was taught 

twice a day through Zoom video conferencing platform at 7AM and 11AM for 5 days 

per week. This program aimed at reducing stress and enhancing well-being.    

Dr. Hemant Bhargav, Assistant Professor of 

Yoga and Dr. Nishitha Jasti, Scientist- B 

(Yoga) in the Department of Integrative 

Medicine under the guidance of Dr. 

Shivarama Varambally, conducted these 

sessions throughout the lockdown period. 

This yoga program was taught to about 1900 

people across India through tele-mode.  

b. Upon request from the India Association of Greater Boston, Nashua, New Hampshire, 

USA, the Tele-Yoga program was also initiated for the U.S population from 27th April 

2020 with the aim 

of reducing stress 

and enhancing well-

being. This program 

continues till date at 

4:30 pm IST from 

Monday to Friday and is open for all, details are available on the website 

www.nimhansyoga.in.  A 45- minute Yoga Program is being taught for overall well-

being. Around 1500 people have logged-in and learnt the Tele-yoga sessions in this 

program so far. 

c. The Integrative Medicine Department also actively contributed in providing 

Information, Education and Communication (IEC) material to the Ministry of Health 

and Family Welfare on “Yoga for Stress Management during COVID-19 Pandemic”. 

This involved preparing brief (1-min, 2-min and 5-min) and detailed (45- min) guided 

videos for the same. 
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d. With the objective of improving immunity and mental well-being of our NIMHANS 

family and general public during the current pandemic, an initiative was taken to 

conduct a 30- minute Tele-Yoga session for the NIMHANS Family in collaboration with 

Telemedicine centre, NIMHANS, twice a day at 7 AM and 5 PM (5 days/week- Monday 

to Friday) in addition to on-going 45-minute Tele-Yoga session for general public at 

4:30 PM (6 days/ week- Monday to Saturday) (details are available at 

www.nimhansyoga.in).  

 

New Facilities 

a. The department resumed its OPD services from June 1st, 2020 while taking the 

necessary precautions as laid down by the institution for prevention of corona 

transmission. 

b. To ensure regular Yoga services, standard operating protocols were developed by the 

department for in-patients, to incorporate the principles of social distancing and 

minimal contact. 

c. Various yoga batches meant to deal with different psychiatric and neurological 

disorders for out-patients have been started in Tele-mode by concerned therapists, 

since June 1st, 2020. 

 

Yoga for Stress Reduction during COVID-19 Pandemic  

Various programs were organized by Department of Integrative Medicine in tele-mode to 

combat stress and deal effectively the crisis situation arisen as a result of COVID-19 Pandemic 

through use of Yoga. 

1. As a part of the program ‘Yoga for Stress Reduction during COVID-19 Pandemic’ 

organized in collaboration with the Indian Association of Greater Boston, Nashua, New 

Hampshire, USA. Faculty from Integrative Medicine Department, NIMHANS addressed the 

U.S. population under lockdown using Zoom Meeting platform, under following topics: 

 Dr. Shivarama Varambally spoke on “Rationale for Use of Yoga in Managing Stress” 

on May 2nd, 2020. 

 Dr. Hemant Bhargav gave a talk on “Utility of Yoga program during COVID-19 

Crisis: Evidence Base” on May 9th, 2020. 

 Dr. Shivarama Varambally and Dr. Bharath Holla spoke on ‘Effects of ‘A-U-M’ 

chanting on Brain Hemodynamics’ on May 23rd, 2020. 
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2. Under ‘Psychosocial Support and Stress Management Program for Police Personnel during 

COVID-19 Pandemic’, Dr. Hemant Bhargav addressed the Police Personnel from 220 

police stations in Bangalore on the topic “Role of Relaxation Exercises for Coping with 

Stress during COVID-19” on April 30th, 2020. This was followed by a brief yoga session. 

3. On the occasion of International Nurses Day i.e. on May 12th, 2020,  Dr. Hemant Bhargav 

gave a guest lecture on the topic “Stress Management through Yoga for Nursing 

Professionals” under the theme ‘Nursing and Midwifery Leadership During COVID-19: 

Leaders from the Field’. 

 

CPR Training to the faculties & Staff 

A CPR Training session was organized by the Department of Neuro-Anaesthesia & Neuro-

critical care, NIMHANS during the lockdown period, under which all the medical doctors 

from faculty and staff were given CPR training to deal with any emergency situation in times 

of current pandemic. 

 

Release of Samatvam April 2020 edition 

Our Director, Dr. B N Gangadhar formally released the April issue of quarterly newsletter 

‘Samatvam’ in one of the Tele-yoga session being conducted for U.S. population by Integrative 

Medicine Department in collaboration with India Association of Greater Boston, Nashua, 

New Hampshire, USA and NIMHANS Digital Academy. He addressed the gathering on the 

topic ‘Biological basis of Yoga in Mental Health’ followed by the release of the newsletter 

issue based on the theme ‘Yoga in Community Health Care’.   
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Orientation & Training of staff from Department of Integrative Medicine, 

Department of Neurophysiology for IDY program: 

The Department of Integrative Medicine began tele-

yoga sessions 2 weeks ahead of IDY-2020. Initial 

training sessions were held to train the trainers for 

conducting sessions on 21st of June 2020 as per the 

AYUSH guidelines. Thirty trainers from the Department 

of Integrative Medicine and Department of 

Neurophysiology were trained to conduct Tele-Yoga 

sessions of Common Yoga Protocol by Dr Hemant 

Bhargav, Assistant Professor of Yoga, Department of Integrative Medicine, NIMHANS.  

 

International Yoga Day (IDY) Celebrations at NIMHANS 

On the occasion of the 6th International Day of Yoga, the Department of Integrative Medicine 

and Centre for Consciousness Studies at NIMHANS conducted multiple Tele-Yoga sessions in 

association with the Telemedicine center, NIMHANS to celebrate the IDY-2020 with 

collective spirit amidst the pandemic.  

On 21st June 2020, two mass Tele-Yoga sessions were 

conducted at 7 AM and 4:30 PM. These sessions were 

led by Dr. Nishitha Jasti (Scientist-B-Yoga, 

Department of Integrative Medicine, NIMHANS) and 

Dr. Hemant Bhargav (Assistant Professor of Yoga, 

Department of Integrative Medicine, NIMHANS), 

respectively. A total of 301 participants joined  7 AM session and 390 participants logged-in 

to the evening session to collectively practice the Common Yoga Protocol with us through 

Zoom and YouTube live web-streaming. A global webinar was also organised as an extension 

to the evening mass Tele-Yoga session in collaboration with the India Association of Greater 

Boston, USA. Dr. R. Nagarathna (Medical Director, Arogyadhama, S-VYASA University) and 

Padmashri Dr. B.N.Gangadhar (Director NIMHANS) enlightened the virtual gathering by 

speaking on ‘Yoga for Family Well-being’ and ‘Role of Yoga in promoting Mental Health’ 

respectively keeping in mind the AYUSH theme and the current pandemic. The webinar was 

moderated by Dr. Shivarama Varambally (Professor of Psychiatry and Head [I/c], 

Department of Integrative Medicine, NIMHANS) and Dr. Aarti Jagannathan, Associate 

Professor of Psychiatric Social Work, NIMHANS). Special Tele-Yoga sessions were conducted 
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for in-patients and out-patients of NIMHANS by Dr Praveen Angadi, Dr Praerna Bhargav, 

Mrs. Shubha Bhat and Dr. Vedamurthachar. Additionally, a recorded video was played for 

in-patients in the psychiatry ward by Dr. Usha M R, Dr. Vinod and Dr. Inbaraj. A total of 94 

patients participated in the virtual Yoga sessions. 

Thus, a total of 935 people and 721 families took part and practiced the Common Yoga 

Protocol taught by the NIMHANS team on the 6th International Day of Yoga on 21st of June 

2020. 

 

 

Table1: Common Yoga Protocol for the International Day of Yoga at NIMHANS 
SN Name of the 

practice 
Description Image 

1. Neck movement Stage 1: Forward-Backward 
Inhale, slowly bend & your head back 
Exhale and bend your head forwards, 
touching your chin to the chest. 
Perform for 3 rounds. 
Stage 2: Side-Bending 
Inhale in the normal/center position and 
while exhaling, bend the head slowly to 
the right; bring the ear closer to the 
shoulder without raising the shoulder. 
Inhale & bring the head to the center. 
Exhale & bend the head slowly to the left. 
Inhale back to the center. Perform for 3 
rounds on each side. 
Stage 3: Twisting at Neck 
Inhale in the normal/center position and 
while exhaling, twist the head slowly to 
the right; bring the chin closer to the 
shoulder. Inhale and bring the head to the 
center. Exhale and twist the head slowly 
to the left and then inhale, back to the 
center. Perform for 3 rounds on each side. 
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2. Shoulder rotation Place the fingers of left hand on the left 
shoulder and the fingers of right hand on 
the right shoulder. Inhale and raise your 
elbows & bring them back when you 
exhale. 
Try to touch the elbows in front of the 
chest on the forward movement, stretch 
the elbows back in the backward 
movement and touch the side of the trunk 
while coming down.  
Perform this 3 times in clock-wise and 
anti-clockwise 

 

3. Side bending Stand with 2-feet distance between your 
legs. Interlock the fingers, and turn the 
wrist outwards. Inhale and raise the arms 
up above your head. Exhale & bend 
laterally to the right side. While inhaling 
come to the center. Exhale and bend 
laterally to the left side. Practice this for 3 
rounds on each side. Maintain the final 
pose for 5 seconds on both sides in the last 
round.  
 

 
4. Spinal twisting Stand with your legs 2-feet apart. Inhale 

and stretch your arms in front at the 
shoulder level. Exhale and twist along 
your spine and look towards your right. 
Inhale to the centre. Exhale and twist 
along your spine and look towards your 
left. Practice this for 3 rounds on each 
side. Maintain the final pose for 5 seconds 
on both sides in the last round.  

 

 

 
5. Forward & 

backward 
bending 

Take 2 feet distance between your feet. 
Inhale and bend back from your lower 
back while supporting it with your hands 
breath out and come back to centre. Keep 
the eyes open throughout the practice. 
(Elderly with difficulty in balancing 
should perform on a chair).   

    

6. Knee bending 
(Chair pose) 

Inhale & lift your arms up to the shoulder 
level, palms facing downwards. Exhale; 
bend the knees and bring down the body 
to the semi squatting position. In the final 
position, both the arms and thighs should 
be parallel to the ground. Inhale; and 
come up straight. Exhale while bringing 
down the hands.  
Perform for 3 rounds. 

 
 

7. Vibhagiya 
pranayama 
(Sectional 
breathing) 

Hands in Chin/Chinmaya/Adi mudra, 
placed on the thighs. Inhale slowly for 6 
counts, hold the breath in for 4 counts. 
Exhale for 8 counts, hold the emptiness of 
breath for 4 counts. Practice this 3 rounds 
with awareness on lower lobes of lung in 
Chin mudra (6:4:8:4). 3 rounds with 
awareness on middle lobes of lung in 
Chinmaya mudra (6:4:8:4). 3 rounds 
with awareness on upper lobes of lung in 
Adi mudra (6:4:8:4) 

   



SAMATVAM 

 

18 
 

8. Kapalbhati 
pranayama 

In sitting position, place the hands on the 
thighs in Chin mudra. Exhale forcefully 
while flapping the abdomen in. Practice 
this 30 rounds/cycle (1 stroke/ 2 
seconds). After the practice, close your 
eyes and observe your breath  
 

 

9. Nadishuddhi 
(Alternate nostril 
breathing) (1 
minute; 3 cycles) 

Come to sitting position. Back and neck 
erect. Left hand in Chin mudra, placed on 
your thigh. Right hand in Nasika mudra 
(bend your index and middle fingers 
down). Inhale from left nostril while 
closing your right nostril with thumb. 
Close your left nostril with ring and little 
fingers. Exhale from right nostril. Inhale 
from the right nostril. Close the right 
nostril 
Exhale from the left nostril.  This 
completes 1 round. Practice for 5 rounds. 
After the practice, close your eyes and 
observe your breath. 

 

10. Bhramari 
(Humming 
Breath) 

Sit with back and neck erect. Close the 
eyes with index fingers. Place the middle 
finger by the side of nose (don't close it). 
Place the Ring finger above the upper lip. 
Place the little finger below the lower lip. 
Close the ears with the respective thumbs 

as shown in the figure. This is Śanmukhi 

Mudrā. Inhale deeply through the nose. 
Exhale slowly in a controlled manner 
while making a deep, steady humming 
sound like that of a bee. This is one round 

of Bhrāmarī. 
Perform 5 rounds 

 

11. Nad͞anusandh ͞ana 
(A-U-M 
Chanting) 

Sitting with back and neck erect, place the 
hands in Chin mudra on the thighs. Inhale 
deeply & chant ‘AAA’ as you exhale with 
awareness on your chest region. Perform 
this for 3 rounds. Inhale deeply & chant 
‘UUU’ as you exhale with awareness on 
your throat region. Perform this for 3 
rounds. Inhale deeply & chant ‘MMM’ as 
you exhale with awareness on your head 
region. Perform this for 3 rounds. Lastly, 
chant A-U-M in a single breath (ratio 
1:1:1) for 3 rounds. Feel the vibrations 
from chest -> throat -> head, as you 
chant 
After the practice, close your eyes and 
observe your breath and your mind. 

 

12. Dhyana 
(Meditation) 

Sit in a comfortable posture your spine 
comfortably erect. Adopt Chin mudra 
facing upwards, placed comfortably on 
your thighs. Arms and shoulders should 
be loose and relaxed. Close your eyes and 
sit with a slightly upturned face. Slowly 
try to bring your awareness to each point 
called out. Just maintain a gentle 
awareness at those points. 
 

 

At the end, remain in silence and feel the deep relaxation in the body. Slowing down of the breath. Calmness in 
your mind. 
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Outreach programs at NICY 

Activities of NICY on the International Day of Yoga (IDY) 

All the trained staff members from Department of Integrative medicine took active 

participation in IDY celebrations by involving as many people possible for yoga practice. 

They enthusiastically conducted multiple Tele-Yoga sessions for their family members and 

friends to spread the message of yoga and its relevance in the current crisis. A total of 150 

individuals participated in these sessions. 

 

 

Training of Police Personnel through Tele-mode  

Department of Integrative Medicine incorporated Yoga sessions in a comprehensive stress 

management program “Psychosocial Support and Stress Management for Police Personnel 

during COVID-19 Pandemic” for Police Personnel from 220 police stations in Bangalore. 

After addressing the participants on the topic ‘Role of Relaxation Exercises for Coping with 

Stress during COVID-19’ a brief yoga session was delivered to them by Dr. Hemant Bhargav, 

Assistant Professor of Yoga from Department of Integrative Medicine, on April 30th through 

Zoom cloud platform. 
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Guest Lectures:  

1. Dr. Shivarama Varambally, Professor of Psychiatry and Head (I/c) Dept of Integrative 

medicine: 

 An invited speaker for a Webinar: Panel discussion Themed “Telemedicine 

Practice Guidelines- 2020” for AYUSH professionals conducted on April 15th, 

2020. 

 Along with Dr. Kishore Kumar R, he also addressed the audience in the next 

sequel of this Webinar themed “Telemedicine Practice Guidelines 2020 for 

Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani doctors” on April 21st, 2020. 

 He enacted as the moderator for the webinar series “Role of Yoga in Mental 

health & Family well-being” organized by Department of Integrative Medicine 

and Center for Consciousness Studies, NIMHANS, in collaboration with 

Telemedicine center, NIMHANS and Indian Association of Greater Boston, USA 

on the International Day of Yoga. 

 He delivered a talk on “Yoga for Mental Health and COVID-19 Crisis” for REC 

Foundation, New Delhi on June 21st, 2020. 

 He addressed the general public on June 21st through a radio interview in 

Kannada which focused on Yoga. This got telecast on Radio Active 90.4 MHz. 

 A talk was delivered by him highlighting the topic ‘Yoga for Mental Health’ in a 

webinar series on ‘Yoga for Human Excellence’ conducted by Centre for 

Consciousness Studies, NIMHANS in collaboration with Dept. of Electrical 

Engineering, IISc on June 24th, 2020. 

2. Dr. Aarti Jagannathan, Associate Prof. of Psychiatric Social Work, NIMHANS who has 

contributed in the field of Yoga based mental health research.  

 She played the role of moderator in a webinar series on “Role of Yoga in Mental 

Health & family Well-being” conducted by Department of Integrative Medicine 

and Center for Consciousness Studies, NIMHANS, in collaboration with 

Telemedicine center, NIMHANS and Indian Association of Greater Boston, USA 

on the International Day of Yoga. 

 She was an invited speaker in a webinar Current Trends in Psychiatric Social 

Work organized on the occasion of Felicitation Program of Dr. Md. Ameer 

Hamza. She spoke on the topic “Psychiatric Social Work & Yoga”. 

3. Dr. Kishore Kumar R, Asst. professor of Ayurveda in the Department of Integrative 

Medicine addressed the AYUSH practitioners on the theme “Telemedicine Practice 

Guidelines 2020 for Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani doctors” on April 21st, 2020. 
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4. Dr. Hemant Bhargav, Assistant professor of Yoga,  Department of Integrative Medicine, 

NIMHANS: 

 He gave a lecture on the topic “Yoga for Depression” for the theme ‘Let’s fight 

depression with Yoga’ for general public on June 1st, 2020. 

 For the program, ‘Psycho-Social Care & Mental Health in Industry Post 

Lockdown’ he provided “Yoga Tips for Relaxation during Work/ on-site” for 

industrial employees on June 5th, 2020. 

 A guest lecture was delivered by him for general public, on the topic “Yoga to 

Combat Pandemic Fear” on June 21st, 2020. 

 A talk was given by him to gathering at Himalaya Social Science & Health 

Research Institute, Nainital, Uttarakhand on “Enhancing Immunity through 

Yoga towards Healthy Society” in a global webinar, on International Day of 

Yoga. 

 He spoke on the topic “‘Biological Markers of Yoga: Effects on Brain Functions’ 

in a global webinar on International Day of Yoga for audience at Vishwa-Bharati 

University, Kolkata, West Bengal. 

 He was invited for a guest lecture on International Day of Yoga for a webinar on 

‘Yoga, Homeopathy and Mental Health’ organized by National Homoeopathy 

Research Institute in Mental Health, Kottayam, Kerala, under CCRH, Ministry of 

AYUSH. Some important details from this webinar got published in ‘NaiDunia’ 

e-newspaper-City live page, Indore, Hindi edition on June 29th. 

 He gave a speech on “Yogic Lifestyle for Healthy Living” in a webinar on ‘Yoga 

for Health’ to Government Ayurveda College, Nanded, Maharashtra on June 21st, 

2020. 

*All the tele-based programs including talks and webinars were relayed using Zoom video 

conferencing platform.  

Farewell Adieu 

A hearty farewell was given to Dr. Pooja More from NICY 

on June 30th, 2020, who completed 5 years of service in 

the Department as Junior Scientific Officer. Also she 

presented her PhD colloquium on June 29th, 2020. 
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Publications from the Department of Integrative Medicine: 

Articles in International and National indexed journals - 

1. Bhargav H, George S, Varambally S, Gangadhar BN. Yoga and psychiatric disorders: 

A review of biomarker evidence. International Review of Psychiatry (Accepted for 

publication) 

2. Varambally S, George S, Gangadhar BN. Yoga for psychiatric disorders: from fad to 

evidence-based intervention?. The British Journal of Psychiatry. 2020 

Jun;216(6):291-3. 

3. Devi NA, Varambally S, Karmani S, Christopher R, Gangadhar BN. Yoga as 

monotherapy for the treatment of major depression-A case series. Asian Journal of 

Psychiatry. 2020 May 28;53:102. 

4. Gandhi S, Palled VK, Sahu M, Jagannathan A, Khanna M, Jose A. Effectiveness of 

Caregivers’ Yoga Module on Psychological Distress and Mental Well-Being among 

Caregivers of Patients Admitted to Neurological Rehabilitation Wards of a Tertiary 

Care Institute, Bengaluru, Karnataka, India. Journal of Neurosciences in Rural 

Practice 2019; 10:657–665. 

5. Hamza A, Jagannathan A, Hegde S, Katla N, Bhide SR, Thirthallli J, et al. Development 

and testing of an audio‑visual self‑help yoga manual for Indian caregivers of persons 

with schizophrenia living in the community: A single‑blind randomized controlled 

trial. Int J Yoga 2020; 13:62-9. 

6. Fendt-Newlin M, Jagannathan A & Webber M. Cultural adaptation framework of 

social interventions in mental health: Evidence-based case studies from low- and 

middle-income countries. International Journal of Social Psychiatry 2020, Vol. 66(1) 

41–48. 

Books/Book chapters/Manuals/Newsletters/Monographs - 

1. Gangadhar BN, Varambally S, Bhargav H, Jasti N. Yoga for Stress Management during 

COVID -19. Yojana Publications Division. Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 

Government of India. 

2. Bhargav H, Varambally S. Yoga and COVID-19: A new role for ancient science. 

Mental health in the times of covid-19 pandemic: guidelines for general medical and 

specialized healthcare settings. Department of Psychiatry, NIMHANS. 108-112. 

3. Bhargav H, Jasti N, Varambally S, Gangadhar BN. Yoga for Stress Reduction and Well-

being. COVID-19-Psycosocial and Mental Health issues. Ministry of Health and 

Family Welfare. Government of India. 
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4. Bhargav H, Jaganathan A, Varambally S. Yoga for Stress Reduction and Well-being    

during COVID-19 Crisis: Actions Taken by NIMHANS, Bengaluru. Yoga Sudha. 

Swami Vivekananda Yoga Prakashana. May 2020. 

5. Kumar V, Deepeshwar S, Bhargav H, Jagannathan A. Guidelines for Tele-Yoga 

Therapy. Central Council for Research in Yoga and Naturopathy, Ministry of AYUSH. 

June 2020. 

6. Dr. Hemant Bhargav and Dr. B N Gangadhar reviewed and drafted comments for the 

1st version of ‘Benchmarks for Training in Yoga’ by World Health Organization 

(WHO). 

Yoga therapy for Psychiatric and Neurological Disorders at NICY  

The NICY which is part of the Department of Integrative Medicine offers yoga therapy for 

inpatients as well as outpatients. Referrals come from all the clinical departments of 

NIMHANS with varied diagnosis. A total of 585 yoga therapy sessions were conducted at 

NICY from the month of April to June 2020, most of them in tele-mode. Statistics for the month 

of April, May and June2020 are as shown below. It also includes tele-sessions conducted for 

promotion of positive health and general well-being of public from India & abroad.  

 

 

Total No. of new
Patients

Total No. of Sessions Total No. of
Patients/Participants

0 83
318

1
136

1059

10
366

713

April May June
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Department of Integrative Medicine  

National Institute of Mental Health and 

Neurosciences, Hosur Road 

Bengaluru – 560029, Karnataka 

Phone: 080-26995730 

E-mail: yoga.nimhans@gmail.com 

Department of Integrative Medicine 

National Institute of Mental Health & Neurosciences 

 

‘YANTRA’- An International Conference at NICY 

NICY is organizing an International conference on “Yoga and Neurosciences: Traditions and 

Research Approaches “YANTRA” in October 2020. The details of the conference are as 

mentioned in the following link.  

http://www.yantra2020.com/index.html 
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