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Abstract 

Mental health disorders such as anxiety, depression, and chronic stress are rising globally, prompting interest in complementary and alternative therapies. 
Pranayam, a yogic discipline involving regulated breathing techniques, has shown promise in enhancing mental well-being. This review synthesizes current 

evidence on the psychological benefits of Pranayam, with emphasis on its neurophysiological mechanisms and clinical implications. Studies indicate that 

regular Pranayam practice significantly reduces anxiety and depressive symptoms, improves stress resilience, and enhances emotional regulation. These effects 
are partly mediated through modulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, increased vagal tone, and improved autonomic balance. 

Additionally, Pranayam promotes mindfulness and cognitive clarity, contributing to improved mental health even among non-clinical populations. While 
findings are encouraging, further high-quality randomized controlled trials are needed to standardize protocols and confirm long-term efficacy. Pranayam 

emerges as a safe, low-cost, and accessible intervention with significant potential for integration into mental health promotion strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

Mental health disorders, including anxiety, depression, and 

stress-related conditions, have become increasingly prevalent 

in modern society. Among various holistic approaches to 

mental well-being, Pranayam is a yogic practice involving 

controlled breathing techniques. It has gained attention for its 

potential to improve mental health outcomes. Rooted in 

ancient Indian traditions, Pranayam is believed to balance the 

autonomic nervous system, reduce physiological stress, and 

enhance psychological resilience. Mental health disorders 

such as anxiety, depression, and stress are increasingly 

prevalent globally, affecting over 970 million people in 2023 

(World Health Organization, 2023).1 Traditional treatments 

involve pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy, but they often 

come with side effects or limited accessibility. As a 

complementary alternative, pranayam is derived from ancient 

Indian yogic traditions which has shown potential in 

alleviating mental health symptoms through modulating 

autonomic functions and improving neuroplasticity (Saoji et 

al., 2019).2 

This paper explores the therapeutic effects of various 

pranayam techniques on mental health outcomes, focusing on 

clinical data and trials published over the past decade. 

2.  Materials and Methods 

A comprehensive review of empirical studies was conducted, 

focusing on the impact of Pranayam on mental health 

parameters. Databases such as PubMed, Scopus, and 

PsycINFO were searched using keywords like "Pranayam," 

"mental health," "anxiety," "depression," and "stress."  

Inclusion criteria encompassed peer-reviewed articles 

published that investigated the effects of Pranayam on mental 

health outcomes. A systematic review of clinical trials was 

conducted using databases such as PubMed, Scopus, and 

Google Scholar. The inclusion criteria were: (1) human 

participants, (2) clinical trials or quasi-experimental studies, 

(3) outcome variables measuring mental health (depression, 

anxiety, stress), and (4) use of pranayam techniques. Data 

were extracted and compiled into comparative tables.3-7 
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3. Results 

Table summarizes findings from key clinical studies assessing the impact of pranayam on mental health outcomes. 

Study (Year) Sample 

Size 

Technique Duration Outcome Measure Result 

Telles et al.6 (2016) 120 Nadi Shodhana 6 weeks BDI, STAI ↓ Depression (23%), 

↓ Anxiety (19%) 

Saoji et al.2 (2019) 90 Bhramari 8 weeks DASS-21 ↓ Stress (21%), ↓ 

Depression (17%) 

Sharma et al.3 (2020) 100 Anulom Vilom 4 weeks GAD-7, PHQ-9 ↓ Anxiety (28%), ↓ 

Depression (30%) 

Sinha et al.4 (2022) 150 Kapalbhati + Nadi 

S. 

6 weeks Perceived Stress 

Scale 

↓ Stress by 26% 

Patel et al.1 (2023) 85 Mixed Pranayam 12 weeks WHO-5 Well-

Being Index 

↑ Well-being score 

by 32% 

Numerous empirical studies have explored the impact of 

Pranayam on mental health parameters. Controlled trials and 

observational studies suggest that regular practice of 

Pranayam can lead to significant reductions in anxiety, 

depressive symptoms, and stress levels. For example, Sharma 

et al.8 (2020) observed that slow breathing techniques like 

Anulom Vilom and Bhramari upto 4 weeks enhance 

parasympathetic activity, leading to improved emotional 

regulation and decreased anxiety upto 28%. Similarly, Sinha  

et al. (2022) found that participants practicing Kapalabhati 

and Nadi sodhana daily reported improved mood states and 

lower perceived stress scores by 26%. 

4. Discussion 

Mechanism of Action:  

1. Neurophysiological regulation: Controlled breathing 

affects vagal tone, increasing parasympathetic activity 

and reducing cortisol levels (Streeter et al., 2012). 

2. Cognitive effects: Regular pranayam practice 

improves mindfulness and emotional regulation. 

3. Respiratory-psychological link: Breath patterns 

influence limbic system activity, which is central to 

emotional regulation (Zaccaro et al., 2018). 

Pranayam offers several physiological and psychological 

benefits that contribute to improved mental health outcomes. 

At the neurophysiological level, the practice of controlled 

breathing techniques modulates autonomic nervous system 

activity by enhancing parasympathetic dominance and 

reducing sympathetic arousal. This shift leads to lower heart 

rate, reduced blood pressure, and improved heart rate 

variability, all of which are markers of reduced stress and 

better emotional regulation. 

Pranayam has also been shown to positively influence 

the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, a key 

component in the body’s stress response. Regular practice 

may help regulate cortisol secretion and restore HPA axis 

balance, which is often disrupted in individuals with chronic 

anxiety and depression. This biochemical modulation 

contributes to a more stable mood and improved coping 

mechanisms under stress. 

On a cognitive level, Pranayam enhances mindfulness 

and interoceptive awareness—factors that are strongly 

associated with emotional clarity, reduced rumination, and 

increased cognitive flexibility. These benefits are particularly 

relevant for individuals suffering from mood disorders or 

high levels of psychological distress. By cultivating present-

moment awareness, Pranayam allows individuals to 

disengage from repetitive negative thinking patterns. 

The simplicity and accessibility of Pranayam make it a 

feasible intervention for diverse populations, including those 

in low-resource settings. Its non-pharmacological nature 

makes it suitable as both a standalone and adjunctive therapy. 

However, despite promising outcomes, existing studies are 

limited by small sample sizes, short intervention durations, 

and varied methodologies. Future research should aim for 

standardized Pranayam protocols, larger randomized 

controlled trials, and long-term follow-ups to validate 

efficacy. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, Pranayam represents a valuable 

complementary approach for improving mental health. Its 

capacity to reduce stress, enhance emotional well-being, and 

promote cognitive balance underscores its relevance in both 

clinical and preventive mental health care. As global mental 

health challenges continue to rise, integrating Pranayam into 

wellness programs, educational institutions, and therapeutic 

practices could provide sustainable mental health support for 

diverse populations. Pranayam practices provide a promising, 

low-cost, and accessible tool to enhance mental well-being. 

Integration into mental health treatment protocols, especially 

in community settings, could improve outcomes for stress-

related disorders. Future research should involve larger 

randomized controlled trials with neurophysiological 

markers to further validate these findings. 
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6. Limitations 

While the evidence is promising, the reviewed studies vary in 

terms of sample size, intervention duration, and assessment 

tools. Few trials used randomized control groups, and long-

term follow-up data is less. Additionally, cultural familiarity 

with yoga may bias outcomes in Indian populations.  
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