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Impact of Yoga Practice on Level of
Stress During COVID-19 Pandemic

Selma Sinanovic'?, Ana Vidacek®¢ , Mirsad Muftic>*

ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has become
a major cause of stress and anxiety worldwide. It
has generated stress among people from all sec-
tions of society, especially to workers who have
been assigned to cater to healthcare service or
those constrained to secure daily essential items.
Yoga practice is actively sought to achieve reduced
anxiety and stress so that improved sleep may posi-
tively impact immunity. Objective: The aim of this
cross-sectional study was to determine whether
those who practice Yoga during the COVID-19
pandemic have lower levels of stress, anxiety, and
depression than those who do not. Methods: The
sample consists of 51 females who have been at-
tending Yoga sessions for many years and who con-
tinued this practice during the COVID-19 pandemic
twice a week. The control group consisted of 50
non-Yoga respondents. The survey was conducted
during April 2021.The Revised Event Impact Scale
(IES-R) (4) and the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI)
(Derogatis, 1993) were used to assess stress. Stu-
dent T-test was used to check the statistical signifi-
cance of differences. Results: In our research yoga
practitioners show a statistically significantly lower
average severity of stress symptoms compared to
those who do not practice yoga on 5 of the 6 stress
indicators shown. The only statistically significant
difference was not obtained on the measure of
total number of symptoms (PST). Conclusion: The
results suggest that yoga practice during COVID-19
pandemic is associated with lower levels of stress,
anxiety and depression.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, Yoga practice,
Stress, Anxiety, Depression.

1.BACKGROUND

Infection with the new corona virus (SARS-
CoV-2) was first registered in December 2019 in
China, and then later spread rapidly to the rest

of the world. On December 31, 2019, the World
Health Organization (WHO) informed the public
for the first time about causes of pneumonnia
of unknown origin, in the city of Wuhan (Hubei
Province, China), in people who were epidemi-
ologically linked to a seafood and wet animal
whole sale local market in Wuhan (1). Corona-
vrus disease, called Corona virus disease 2019
(COVID-19), after China quickly spread to most
countries in the wold, and the WHO on March
11, 2020 declared a pandmic with this virus.
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the first infected
infected person was registered on 5.3.2020 in
Banja Luka, and in the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina on March 9, 2020 in Konjic (2). So
we have been in a pandemic for over year now.
The most common presentation are respiratory
symptoms ranging from mild flu-like illness to
severe pneumonia, but a significant number of
patients develop septic shock and multiple organ
failure (2). The most freugent extrapulmonary
manifestations include thrombotic complicati-
ons, myocardial dysfunction and arrhythmia,
acute coronary syndromes, acute kidney injury,
gastrointestinal symptoms, hepatocellular
injury, hyperglycemia and ketosis, neurologic
illnesses, ocular symptoms, and dermatologic
complications (1, 2).

Stress plays a most important role in physical
and mental health. Stress stimulates the immu-
ne response probably through the initiation
of the hypothalamic pituitary-adrenal axis,
hypothalamic-pituitary-gonadal axis, and the
sympathetic-adrenal-medullary system. Va-
rious neurotransmitters, neuropeptides, hor-
mones, and cytokines mediate these complex
bidirectional interactions between the central
nervous system and the immune system. Exce-
ssive stress effects alterations of the number
of immune cells and cytokine dysregulation.
Regular Yoga practice has been shown to redu-
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Yoga practitio- Yoga not practi-

ners tioners
GSI 0.48 0.81 <0.05
PSDI 1.31 1.64 <0.01
PST 18.33 23.32 >0.05
Avoidance 1.25 1.76 <0.01
Intrusion 1.07 1.53 <0.01
Arousal 1.12 1.57 <0.05

Table 1.Average levels of stress indicators of Yoga practitioners in
relation to people who do not practice Yoga. GSI=Global Severity
Index; PSDI=Positive Symptom Distress Index; PST=Positive
Symptom Total
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Figure 1. Average levels of anxiety symptoms of yoga practitioners
compared to those who do not practice yoga

Yoga practitio-  Yoga not practi-

ners tioners
Anxiety 0.58 0.93 <0.05
Depression 0.52 0.89 <0.05

Table 2. Average levels of anxiety and depression in people who
practice Yoga compared to people who do not practice Yoga

ce the psychological and physiological effects of stress on
various diseases. Yoga and meditation help in regulating
the cytokine levels in the body which controls immune
responses during stress (3). In COVID-19 anxiety, fear, and
stress regarding this new viral disease are an important
factor to disturb the psycho physiological mechanism of
body and mind.

Yoga stabilizes the psycho-physiological mechanism
means to maintain body and mind in their balance state or
regain it quickly if lost in the face of such disturbing factor-
like COVID-19. Yoga helps to become mentally strong and
physically fit to fight against infection. Yoga develops the
inner natural power of the body and mind such as immu-
nity to fight against infection and to maintain homeostatic
balance (4). Yoga is a practice that is effective in obtaining
physical strength, mental balance, and spiritual growth.
It includes exercise and relaxation of the mind. Yoga com-
prises a variety of techniques and practices that include
yogic positions (asanas), inhalations or breathing exercises
(Pranayama), meditation, chanting of mantras, lifestyle
changes, and practicing certain spiritual beliefs. Yoga has
been an essential part of Indian culture for thousands of
years to alleviate stress and improve physical wellbeing (5).

2.0BJECTIVE

The aim of this cross-sectional study was to determine
whether those who practice Yoga during the COVID-19 pan-
demic have lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression
than those who do not.

3.SUBJECTS AND METHODS

The sample consists of 51 females who have been atten-
ding Yoga sessions for many years and who continued this
practice during the COVID-19 pandemic twice a week. The
control group consisted of 50 non-Yoga respondents. The
survey was conducted during April 2021. The Revised Event
Impact Scale (IES-R) (6) and the Brief Symptom Inventory
(BSI) (Derogatis, 1993) (7) were used to assess stress. Stu-
dent T-test was used to check the statistical significance
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Figure 2. Average levels of severity of depressive symptoms of
yoga practitioners compared to those who do not practice yoga

of differences.

4. RESULTS

People performing meditation reportedly had relatively
better mental health during COVID-19 (8). Recently, several
yogic therapies have also been demonstrated to improve the
recovery rate in patients with depression (9, 10). Further-
more, a well-known medical school in the United States
(Harvard Medical School), at the very beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, has recommended Yoga techniques
Asana, Pranayama (controlled breathing exercises), and
Dhyana (meditation) to manage anxiety issues related to
the COVID-19 as true ways to relax (11).

Astudy conductedbyElstad etal. (12) with 202 healthy stu-
dents inwhich 24 yoga interventions were given for 12 weeks
showed asignificantandlong-termeffect onreducingdistress
and improving sleep quality in participants. In another study
that was conducted between the year 2011-2016 by enrolling
participants from various yoga schools that practiced diffe-
rent yoga asana (yoga postures) techniques showed that yoga
interventions effectively decreased depression among these
participants (13).

Inrecent COVID-19 pandemic times, people have become
more aware of the benefits of regular yogic practices (14, 15).

In our research yoga practitioners show a statistically
significantly lower average severity of stress symptoms
compared to those who do not practice yoga on 5 of the 6
stress indicators shown. The only statistically significant
difference was not obtained on the measure of total number
of symptoms (PST) (Table 1).

Yoga practitioners in our sample also show statistically
significantly lower levels of anxiety and depression com-
pared to those who do not practice Yoga (Table 2, Figure 1
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and 2). Namely, the results suggest acceptance of the study
hypothesis (yoga practice is associated with lower levels
of stress). These results are on agreement with others,
and some recent studies also document the positive roles
of yoga and meditation in relieving stress in the patients
with COVID-19 (15-18).

5.DISCUSSION

Thus, the Priyanka and Rasania (15) were very clearly
established in the study ,,A cross--sectional study of men-
tal wellbeing with practice of yoga and meditation during
COVID-19 pandemic” that the practice of yoga and medi-
tation, preferably both of them, is associated with higher
level of mental wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Namely, in their study, a total of 649 (58.4%) subjects had
normal mental wellbeing score, whereas 279 (25.1%) were
found to be at risk of developing psychological distress and
184 (16.5%) were at risk of depression.

A significantly larger proportion of subjects with nor-
mal mental wellbeing was found with the practice of both
yoga and meditation (66.2%), followed by practice of only
meditation (62.1%), only yoga (59.9%), and none of them
(50.6%). A similar association of yoga and meditation
practices was found with the change in eating, sleeping
patterns, and family relations.

The frequency of practice was positively associated
with a higher level of mental wellbeing in the case of both
yoga as well as meditation, with daily practice having the
highest wellbeing scores (15).

6. CONCLUSION

The results suggest that yoga practice during COVID-19
pandemic is associated with lower levels of stress, anxiety
and depression. The yoga therapy has immunomodulatory
effects and also improving physical and mental well-being.
Yogais an alternative treatment method for stress-related
chronic disease.
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