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Major Depressive Disorder (MDD)
DSMV Criteria

(Diagnostic & Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Ed)

5 or more symptoms for 2-weeks including symptom #1
or #2 below and clinically significant distress/impairment
in overall functioning
1. Depressed mood (sad, empty, hopeless)
2. Loss of interest/pleasure in daily activities
3. Weight or appetite change
4. Sleep disturbance
5. Psychomotor agitation or retardation
6. Fatigue or loss of energy
7. Feelings of worthlessness or guilt
8. Difficulty with concentration or indecisiveness
9. Suicidal ideation



Sadness or Depressed Mood

• Short term or temporary
• Specific to a life event or circumstance
• There is still interest/pleasure in other activities
• No serious disruption of sleeping and eating patterns
• No self-diminishing negative thought patterns
• No suicidal ideation



Etiology of Depression

• biological 
• genetic
• environmental
• childhood or developmental events
• stressful life events
• severe and prolonged stress



Stress and Depression

From: Stress and depression. Hammen C. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 
1:293-319, 2005.

“Research has supported a strong association between 
stress and depression…

…higher levels of significant stressors prior to the onset 
of major depressive episodes in patients…
…stressors were 2.5 times more likely in depressed 
patients…
… in community samples, 80% of depressed cases were 
preceded by major life events…most episodes of major 
depression are preceded by stressful life events”



Stress and Depression

From: Stress and depression. Hammen C. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 
1:293-319, 2005.

“…chronic stress (defined as stress ongoing for 
more than 12 months) is a stronger predictor of 
depressive symptoms than acute stressors.”

“Other research has found that continuing 
adverse conditions, such as poverty, medical 
disabilities, and lasting marital discord, are 
associated with risk for depression.”



Treatments for Depression

l Pharmaceuticals
l Psychotherapy
l Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
l Exercise
l Relaxation Therapy
l Meditation
l Yoga



Yoga Practices
Postures, Breathing, Relaxation, Meditation

Fitness
↑Flexibility
↑Strength

↑Coordination/Balance 
↑Respiratory Function

↑Self-Efficacy

Global Human Functionality
↑Physical & Mental Health, ↑Physical Performance

↑Stress & Emotion Regulation, ↑Awareness/Mindfulness, ↑Meta-cognition
↑Positive Behavior, ↑Wellbeing, ↑Values, ↑Life Purpose & Meaning, ↑Spirituality

Self-Regulation
↑Stress Regulation

↑Emotion Regulation 
↑Resilience 
↑Equanimity

↑Self-Efficacy

Awareness
↑Attention

↑Mindfulness
↑Concentration

↑Cognition
↑Meta-cognition

Spirituality
↑Unitive State

↑Transcendence
↑Flow

↑Transformation
↑Life Meaning/Purpose



From: Hatha yoga for depression: critical review of the evidence for efficacy, 
plausible mechanisms of action, and directions for future research, Uebelacker LA, 
Epstein-Lubow G, Gaudiano BA, Tremont G, Battle CL, Miller IW, Journal of 
Psychiatric Practice, 16:22-33, 2010.

Yoga Treatment of Depression
Mechanisms of Action

• Decreasing rumination
• Promoting decrease in stress reactivity
• Regulating neurotransmitters
• Promoting more adaptive thinking
• Promoting behavioral activation
• Increasing sleep regulation











“…it can be concluded that the yoga interventions 
were effective in reducing depression.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5871291/pdf/10.1177_2156587217715927.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5871291/pdf/10.1177_2156587217715927.pdf


“This review found some evidence for 
positive effects beyond placebo and 
comparable effects compared to evidence-
based interventions.”



From: Effects of Meditative Movements on Major Depressive Disorder: A Systematic 
Review and Meta-Analysis of Randomized Controlled Trials. Zou L, Yeung A, Li C, Wei GX, 
Chen KW, Kinser PA, Chan JSM, Ren Z, Journal of Clinical Medicine, 1;7(8), 2018.

Yoga Treatment of Depression

“...meditative
movements may have 
positive effects on the 
treatment of MDD, 
and importantly, with 
no occurrence of 
significant adverse 
events.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6111244/pdf/jcm-07-00195.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6111244/pdf/jcm-07-00195.pdf


From: Hatha yoga for acute, chronic and/or treatment-resistant mood and anxiety disorders: 
A systematic review and meta-analysis. Vollbehr NK, Bartels-Velthuis AA, Nauta MH, 
Castelein S, Steenhuis LA, Hoenders HJR, Ostafin BD, PLoS One, 1;13:e0204925, 2018

Yoga Treatment of Chronic Depression

“…data of thirteen 
RCTs…”
“…a comparison of yoga 
to psychoeducation 
control showed that 
hatha yoga led to 
reductions of symptoms 
of depression…”

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0204925&type=printable

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file%3Fid=10.1371/journal.pone.0204925&type=printable


“…comments reinforced the importance of aspects of mindfulness, such as attention 
to the present moment and acceptance of one’s self and one’s experience…”
“Practicing mindfulness in class is likely associated with some of the notable effects 
of yoga cited by our participants, including learning to focus, concentrate, or be in 
the present moment; learning self-acceptance; and learning self-awareness.”
“Many participants discussed the use of breathing techniques in the context of their 
life outside of yoga class, and particularly to cope with stressful situations.”
“…not only did participants report engaging in home practice, but they found they 
found breathing practices in particular to be helpful.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5679431/pdf/nihms904085.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5679431/pdf/nihms904085.pdf


From: Antidepressant efficacy of Sudarshan Kriya Yoga (SKY) in melancholia: a 
randomized comparison with electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) and imipramine, 
Janakiramaiah N et al., Journal of Affective Disorders 57:255-259, 2000.

- RCT N=15
- severe MDD hospitalized
- SKY – yogic breathing
- 4-week 30’ daily 6/wk

Yoga Treatment of Depression



From: Adjunctive yoga v. health 
education for persistent major 
depression: a randomized 
controlled trial. Uebelacker LA, 
Tremont G, Gillette LT, Epstein-
Lubow G, Strong DR, Abrantes 
AM, Tyrka AR, Tran T, Gaudiano
BA, Miller IW, Psychological 
Medicine, 47:2130-2142, 2017

Yoga 
Treatment of 
Depression

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5548599/pdf/nihms852580.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5548599/pdf/nihms852580.pdf


From: 5-HTTLPR and MTHFR 677C>T polymorphisms and response to yoga-based 
lifestyle intervention in major depressive disorder: A randomized active-controlled trial. 
Tolahunase MR, Sagar R, Dada R, Indian Journal of Psychiatry, 60:410-426, 2018.

Yoga Treatment of Depression

“Patients who had 
susceptible polymorphisms 
and were poor responders to 
SSRI treatment showed 
significant improvement of 
depressive symptoms with 
yoga therapy.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6278208/?report=printable

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6278208/%3Freport=printable


From: Psychological Function, 
Iyengar Yoga, and Coherent 
Breathing: A Randomized Controlled 
Dosing Study. Scott TM, Gerbarg
PL, Silveri MM, Nielsen GH, Owen L, 
Nyer M, Brown RP, Streeter CC, 
Journal of Psychiatric Practice, 
25:437-450, 2019.

Yoga 
Treatment 

of 
Depression



Yoga, Thalamic GABA, Mood & Anxiety

From: Effects of yoga versus walking on mood, anxiety, and brain GABA levels: a 
randomized controlled MRS study, Streeter CC, Whitfield TH, Owen L, Rein T, Karri 
SK, Yakhkind A, Perlmutter R, Prescot A, Renshaw PF, Ciraulo DA, Jensen JE.
Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 16:1145-52, 2010.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3111147/pdf/acm.2010.0007.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3111147/pdf/acm.2010.0007.pdf


“…one of the mechanisms through which yoga
improves mood is by increasing the activity of the 
GABA system. The observed increase in GABA levels
following a YI [yoga intervention] that was no longer 
observed 8 days after a YI suggests that the 
associated increase in GABA after a YI is time limited 
such that at least one YI a week may be necessary to 
maintain the elevated GABA levels.”



“…decrease in depression severity after [yoga and 
meditation-based lifestyle intervention] YMLI in MDD is 
associated with improved systemic biomarkers of 
neuroplasticity. Thus YMLI can be considered as a 
therapeutic intervention in MDD management.”



• Style/content
• Dosing
• Safety
• Treatment interactions
• Barriers to access








