
 

 

Yoga and the Nervous System 

 

Traditional yoga styles like Raja and Hatha could be taught entirely from the 

point of view of maintaining health in the nervous system. As you will learn in 

class, much of the classic teachings correspond to the functions of the nervous 

system – the Autonomic Nervous System in particular. 

 

Central Nervous System 

Yoga’s focus on spinal health, maintains an optimum environment for the 

spinal cord, housed in the spinal column. Not only does this protect the spinal 

cord, it also maintain gaps between the vertebrae for the sensory and motor 

nerves to exit. Yoga movement and breath also maintain spinal fluid which 

protects the central nervous system / spinal cord. 

 

Peripheral Nervous System 

Mindful yoga helps to maintain, re-awaken, and re-enforce neural pathways, 

enabling better communication between body and mind and vice versa. This 

also develops proprioception (awareness of the position and movement of the 

body) and interoception (the sense of the internal state of the body), both of 

which have been found to be crucial components in mental well-being.  

 

Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) 

Yoga balances the two strands of the Autonomic Nervous System – the 

Sympathetic NS and Parasympathetic NS. For someone experiencing persistent 

stress (Sympathetic), Yoga helps develop vagal tone and strengths the 

Parasympathetic nervous system. For someone who has perhaps burnt out or 

dissociated, Yoga offers the chance to re-engage, slowly, with the Sympathetic 

nervous system. 



 
Pranayama restores heart rate variability, a marker of the health of the 

Autonomic Nervous System.  

Yoga teaches resilience – the ability to return to balance after periods of either 

stress or lethargy. It also teaches participants tools to manage the ANS and 

affects the way they interact with the world. Yoga is a way to use the body to 

affect the mind. 

 

Brain 

Hypothalamus – pituitary – adrenal axis is improved for a more efficient and 

effective response to stress and challenge. 

Yoga and meditation boost executive functioning and emotional resilience. 

Brain structures involved in awareness, attention and self-related thinking 

change in structure and increase in volume. After eight weeks of meditation 

training, research found that the hippocampus, which is involved in learning 

and memory, developed more grey matter density. 

Those who meditate have a larger right insula (the portion of the brain that 

involves body awareness). This is important when you encounter a stressful 

situation. Knowing your reaction to stress can help you identify the emotion, 

nip it in the bud and prevent it from escalating. The amygalda — the reptilian 

part of your brain that reacts to fear —decreases in reactivity to stress in 

regular meditators. 

Yoga boosts & regulates neurotransmitters like GABA, dopamine, serotonin 

and histamine. 

 


