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COVID-19 Pandemic and Yoga practice -New prescription for Stress Reduction?
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ABSTRACT

The emergence of COVID 19 pandemic since December 31 2019, and isolation of novel SARS-CoV-2 changed the world.
Since then, cases have spread all over the globe including 213 Countries/ territories. As the coronavirus spreads throughout
the world, so has the ramifications of its spread impacted every aspect of our daily lives. While the physical, economic and
social consequences of this pandemic have been enormous, its toll on the mental health and stress level of the general public
is especially significant and should be addressed. Mandatory stay at home orders, social distancing measures, the closure of
schools, parks, visitation in nursing homes, while necessary to contain the spread, may additionally lead to declining mental
health. The latest statistics show that a whopping 264 million individuals worldwide suffer from clinical depression.

We propose the use of some simple Yoga practices to cope with this stressful situation and also to address the immune
boosting effect of this practice. Proper practice of Yoga assists in mental clarity as well as emotional and physical control.
It also helps with stress relief and increases one’s awareness of the physical body rhythms. In this article we address simple
Yoga and how to practice it with illustrations. We discuss the available literature regarding Yoga and its benefit in stress and
immune-boosting.
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Introduction

The word Yoga came from the Sanskrit word “yuj” meaning to
unite. Yoga is defined as the union of one with many and thus Yoga
is described as the union of Athma, the consciousness in living
body, with Paramathma, the super consciousness or super soul
[1,2].

Yoga is being practiced in ancient India for more than 10,000 years
and was used as an ancient tool in Hindu culture for attaining and
maintaining physical and psychological health. The consistent
practice of Yoga helped to obtain the peace and happiness.
Ancient yogic practice is considered as something which beyond
the achievement of mere physical health. The description of
yoga is seen in different religious textbooks as old as Vedas and
Upanishads. The yoga practice also seen in many other religious
text books including Buddhism, Jainism and Hinduism. The use
of yoga as an adjuvant therapeutic intervention was started in late
19" century.

However there is significant lack of evidence regarding the
usefulness of yoga as an alternative or adjuvant in day to day
practice. The available evidence seems to be inconsistent as many
studies reporting positive effects of yoga intervention while other
studies were inconclusive. In many instances, these inconsistencies
resulted from difference between the yoga intervention, the
frequency of intervention and association with breathing exercises
versus independent yoga asana alone. This was affected by
significant difference in study population including age and health
status and underlying disease process.

In this article we summarize the current evidence on the clinical
effect of yoga in immune system. The World Health Organization
defines health as a complete wellbeing in terms of physical, mental
and social and not merely the absence of the disease. The article
is intended for health care providers across the board including
Physicians, Nurse practitioners or physician assistants who would
prefer to try alternative ways to help the patient population who is
currently suffering from the COVID 19 pandemic.

The need for healthy immune system is integral in protecting
against infections as well as malignancies. The immune system
comprised of two branches- innate immune system and adaptive
immune system. The innate immune system constitutes first line
of defense against infections and hence it is very important in
early recognition and triggering of the inflammatory response.
The adaptive immune system is responsible for elimination of
pathogens and helps in the generation of long-term immunological
memory [3].

In the context of the Novel Corona virus (COVID 19) pandemic,
we are evaluating the utility of Yoga practice to boost the immune
system as well as to help with managing the stress.

Latent viral reactivation has been associated with stress as shown
in many studies [4]. Viruses have the potential to cause both latent
and lytic cycles of replication. Alternative signaling pathways that

involves RAS/NF k B are seems to be involved in reactivation
of different viruses [5]. Stress has been associated with delay in
wound healing as well as causing upper respiratory tract [6,7].
Yoga has shown to prevent autonomic changes and impairment
of the cellular immune system [8,9]. Structured yoga practice has
shown improvement in general health and immune parameters
as well as quality of life in a pilot study in pediatric population
reflected by HIV. Study showed statistically significant increase in
CDA4 cell count and improvement in CD4/CDS8 ratio and improved
psychomotor performance [6]. Iyengar yoga intervention has
shown benefit in fatigue and circulating markers of inflammation
in breast cancer survivors [10].

There is a significant growing body of knowledge the on
structured practice of yoga has shown significant improvement in
immunomodulation [11].

Natural Killer cell (NK cell) numbers are increased significantly
after 3 to 6 months of structured yoga practice [12]. NK cells
helps in eliminating damaged cells and cancer cells. Interferon
(IFN) Gamma is also secreted from NK cells which helps and pro
inflammatory function by activating macrophages and endothelial
cells [13]. It has been shown that interleukin-4 levels increased and
interferon gamma levels decreased during stress [14]. The patients
who practiced structured Hatha Yoga has been found to lower level
of IFN-Gamma [15]. Studies also supported reduction in IL6 and
TNF -alphalevels in a short-term yoga based lifestyle program [16].

Structured her the yoga also shown to decrease IL-6, TNF alpha,
IL-1 beta 3 production and hence reduce inflammation [17]. Yoga
practice has shown to down regulate pro inflammatory genes and
potentially down regulating TNF-R11, IL-1 rA and CRP [18,19].

Discussion

The impact of COVID 19 pandemic and its implications on stress
level in general public and health care providers are enormous. The
gentle practice of the following yoga practice is not only helpful for
the patients and families but also for doctors, nurse Practitioners,
nurses and other health care works both in the university setting
and also in small practices. The daily yoga practice will help not
only the providers but also the patients as well in these difficult
times of COVID 19 pandemic.

Yoga practice had shown significant immune modulating effect.
It seems to be helpful in different disease processes including
HIV infections. Yoga has shown to down regulate inflammatory
mediation. It also shown to influence autonomic nervous system,
endocrine system and hypothalamic pituitary axis. It also shown to
improve psychological health in patient population [20-23].

Immune system activation takes time and need structured Yoga
practice. There are different yoga practices to help with immune
system activation. The common types of Yoga include Iyengar Yoga
or Hatha Yoga and Ashtanga or Vinyasa yoga. Proper practice of
Iyengar Yoga or Hatha Yoga helps to align and calming your mind,
body and spirit. In Iyengar Yoga helps to lengthen and strengthen
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the muscles and through holding poses for a period of time. This
practice of Yoga has shown significant improvement in balancing,
flexibility and strength.

However with Ashtanga or Vinyasa Yoga helps to build strength.
This practice helps to improve strength of the muscles and help in
flexibility. Other less popular forms of Yoga include Bikram Yoga
and Kundalini Yoga.

The idea that yoga is just flexing and extending ones muscle and just
helps to only improve flexibility is being propagated. The ultimate
goal of yoga practice should be to help the way you perceive one’s
life and the lives around you.

We suggest yoga practice to overcome the stressful situation of
COVID 19 pandemic and also to improve one’s immune health
includes the following. The yoga pose or Asana can be divided into
Standing Asana, Sitting Asana and Reclining Asana. We suggest
regular practice of the following asana

Common Standing Asana includes the following -

Figure 1: Tadasana (Mountain Pose

Figure 2: Pranamasana (Prayers Pose)

Figure 3: Hastha Udhanasana (Raised Arms Pose)

Figure 4: Vrikshasana (Tree Pose).

Common sitting Asana include the following:

Figure 5: Padmasana (Lotus Pose on Left) and Ardha padmasana
(Half lotus pose on Right)

Figure 6: Sukhasana (Easy Pose)

Figure 7: Balasana (Child Pose)

Common reclining Asana include the following:

Figure 8: Bhujangasana (Cobra Pose)

Figure 9: Urdhva Mukha Svanasana (Upward Facing Dog),
Figure 10: Apanasana (Knee- Chest Pose).

Figure 11: Savasana (Corpse Pose)

Please refer to the following figures.

Figure 2: Pranamasana or Prayer Pose.
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Figure 3: Hastha Udhanasana or Straight Hand Raising Pose.

Figure 1: Tadasana or Mountain pose.
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Figure 5: Padmasana or Lotus pose and Ardha Padmasana or Half Lotus

pose.
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Figure 11: Savasana or Corpse Pose.
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