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The Nervous System and Yoga 
The nervous system is a highly complex network of neurons that transmits signals 

between the brain and the rest of the body, controlling both voluntary and 

involuntary functions. It plays a crucial role in regulating bodily functions, 

responses to stimuli, and overall well-being. In yoga, the nervous system is 

directly influenced by the practice’s physical postures (asanas), breathing 

techniques (pranayama), and meditative practices, which can enhance relaxation, 

reduce stress, and promote healing. Understanding the interaction between the 

nervous system and yoga can deepen one's practice and its benefits, promoting 

balance, calm, and resilience. 

 

1. Overview of the Nervous System 

The nervous system consists of two main parts: 

Central Nervous System (CNS) 

 Brain: The control center of the body, processing sensory information and 

generating responses. 

 Spinal Cord: Transmits information between the brain and the peripheral 

nervous system, facilitating movement and sensory processing. 

Peripheral Nervous System (PNS) 

 Composed of sensory and motor neurons, it connects the CNS to limbs and 

organs, facilitating movement and sensory input. 

The PNS can be further divided into: 

 Somatic Nervous System: Controls voluntary movements and relays 

sensory information. 

 Autonomic Nervous System (ANS): Regulates involuntary functions 

such as heart rate, digestion, and respiratory rate. It consists of two 

branches:  

o Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS): Activates the "fight or flight" 

response, preparing the body for stress or danger. 

o Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS): Activates the "rest and 

digest" response, promoting relaxation, recovery, and homeostasis. 
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2. The Nervous System's Response to Yoga 

Yoga practices influence the nervous system in multiple ways, primarily by 

activating the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) and helping to regulate the 

balance between the SNS and PNS. Below is a breakdown of how different 

aspects of yoga interact with the nervous system: 

Physical Postures (Asanas) 

 Activation of the Parasympathetic Nervous System: While active, 

dynamic postures like Warrior Pose or Chaturanga engage the 

sympathetic nervous system temporarily (to build strength and focus), most 

restorative or passive poses (e.g., Child’s Pose, Savasana) activate the 

parasympathetic nervous system. This promotes a state of relaxation, 

reduces stress, and restores energy. 

 Reduction in Muscle Tension: The focus on alignment and stretching in 

yoga helps to release muscular tension, signaling the nervous system to 

relax. As the body softens and releases tightness, the nervous system shifts 

from a heightened state of alertness to a more balanced and calm state. 

 Somatic Awareness: In yoga, deep awareness of the body through mindful 

movement helps engage the parasympathetic system by shifting focus 

away from external stressors and calming the body-mind connection. 

Breathing Techniques (Pranayama) 

Breathing exercises in yoga have a profound impact on the nervous system. They 

help regulate the autonomic nervous system by either stimulating the 

parasympathetic system (for relaxation) or the sympathetic system (for energy 

and focus). 

 Ujjayi Breath (Victorious Breath): Slow, controlled inhalations and 

exhalations create a calming effect, stimulating the parasympathetic 

nervous system and helping reduce anxiety. 

 Nadi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing): Known for balancing the 

left and right hemispheres of the brain, Nadi Shodhana calms the mind and 

promotes a sense of balance and relaxation. 

 Kapalabhati (Skull Shining Breath): This active breathing technique 

involves rapid exhalations that stimulate the sympathetic nervous system, 

increasing energy and mental clarity. 
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 Bhastrika (Bellows Breath): A more vigorous breathing technique that 

activates the sympathetic nervous system, boosting energy levels and 

focus. 

Breathing practices are particularly effective in regulating the nervous system’s 

response to stress, promoting greater calm, and improving mental clarity. 

Meditation and Mindfulness 

 Calming the Mind: Meditation activates the parasympathetic nervous 

system by encouraging focused attention, reduced sensory input, and 

slower breathing. As a result, meditation can lower heart rate, decrease 

blood pressure, and improve overall stress resilience. 

 Mindfulness Practices: By staying present in the moment, yoga 

practitioners train the mind to respond more calmly to external stimuli, 

reducing emotional reactivity and enhancing emotional regulation. 

 Deep Relaxation: Techniques such as Yoga Nidra (yogic sleep) and 

Savasana (corpse pose) promote deep relaxation, allowing the nervous 

system to rest and repair. These practices help reduce the effects of chronic 

stress by enhancing parasympathetic nervous system activity. 

 

3. Yoga’s Impact on Stress Response 

One of the most significant benefits of yoga is its ability to help regulate the 

body's stress response through its influence on the autonomic nervous system 

(ANS). The autonomic nervous system controls involuntary functions like heart 

rate, digestion, and respiratory rate, and it plays a central role in how the body 

reacts to stress. 

Stress and the Sympathetic Nervous System 

The sympathetic nervous system prepares the body for fight or flight responses 

during stressful situations. It increases heart rate, elevates blood pressure, and 

diverts blood flow to muscles, preparing for action. This is essential for survival 

but can be harmful if constantly activated (as is often the case in modern life). 

Chronic activation of the sympathetic nervous system can lead to stress-related 

health problems, such as anxiety, digestive issues, and sleep disturbances. 

Yoga’s Role in Modulating the Stress Response 
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Yoga works to shift the balance from sympathetic dominance to parasympathetic 

dominance. Through the combination of physical postures, controlled breathing, 

and meditation, yoga: 

 Reduces Cortisol Levels: Cortisol is the body's primary stress hormone, 

and yoga has been shown to reduce cortisol levels, promoting a sense of 

calm and reducing stress. 

 Promotes Relaxation: By activating the parasympathetic nervous system, 

yoga facilitates the body’s relaxation response, lowering heart rate and 

blood pressure, improving digestion, and promoting better sleep. 

 Restores Homeostasis: Through regular practice, yoga helps reset the 

body’s stress response and bring the autonomic nervous system into 

balance, fostering overall health and well-being. 

 

4. Yoga and the Vagus Nerve 

The vagus nerve is a key component of the parasympathetic nervous system, 

responsible for promoting relaxation and slowing the heart rate. It connects the 

brain to various organs, including the heart, lungs, and digestive organs. Yoga 

practices, particularly those that involve deep breathing and meditation, activate 

the vagus nerve, which helps calm the body and mind. 

 Deep Breathing and the Vagus Nerve: Practices like slow, deep 

diaphragmatic breathing (such as Ujjayi Breath or Dirgha Pranayama) 

stimulate the vagus nerve, triggering the relaxation response. This leads to 

a reduction in heart rate and a shift from the "fight or flight" mode to a 

more relaxed state. 

 Meditative States and the Vagus Nerve: Meditation and mindfulness also 

activate the vagus nerve, helping to induce feelings of calm, reduce anxiety, 

and improve emotional regulation. 

By stimulating the vagus nerve, yoga helps balance the body’s stress response, 

contributing to mental clarity, emotional stability, and physical health. 

 

5. Nervous System and the Emotional Body 

Yoga encourages the mind-body connection, making it an effective tool for 

managing emotions and psychological well-being. Emotional stress and trauma 
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can impact the nervous system, creating physical tension and emotional 

disturbances. Yoga helps regulate the nervous system in the following ways: 

 Releasing Emotional Tension: Physical postures, deep breathing, and 

relaxation techniques in yoga can help release stored emotions in the body. 

Practices such as Heart-Opening Poses (e.g., Camel Pose, Bridge Pose) 

can help release tightness in the chest, which may be related to unresolved 

emotions. 

 Creating Emotional Awareness: Yoga encourages mindfulness and self-

awareness, allowing practitioners to observe emotional responses and 

physical sensations in the body. This awareness helps to process emotions 

more consciously, reducing their impact on the nervous system. 

 Trauma-Informed Yoga: For those who have experienced trauma, certain 

styles of yoga, such as trauma-sensitive or restorative yoga, provide a safe 

and supportive environment to release emotional blockages and soothe the 

nervous system. 

 

Conclusion 

The nervous system plays a central role in how we experience and respond to 

stress, emotions, and physical sensations. Yoga provides powerful tools to 

regulate and balance the nervous system, promoting relaxation, reducing stress, 

and enhancing emotional well-being. Through physical postures, controlled 

breathing, and meditation, yoga helps activate the parasympathetic nervous 

system, which counters the effects of the "fight or flight" response and fosters a 

sense of calm and restoration. Whether you seek to manage stress, improve 

mental clarity, or promote physical health, yoga offers a holistic approach to 

supporting the nervous system and nurturing overall well-being. 

 


