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ABSTRACT

The ethical foundations of yoga, specifically Yama (social discipline) and Niyama (personal
observances), have gained increasing scholarly attention as potential therapeutic mechanisms for
enhancing psychological well-being. This systematic review synthesizes existing empirical evidence
examining the relationship between these ethical yoga disciplines and mental health outcomes. A
comprehensive search was conducted across PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar
databases for studies published between 2010 and 2022, focusing on peer-reviewed research examining
the influence of Yama and Niyama practices on psychological well-being, emotional regulation,
anxiety, depression, and stress reduction. Study selection employed rigorous PRISMA 2020 guidelines
with predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Screening of 847 initial records identified 28
studies meeting inclusion criteria—19 quantitative studies, 6 qualitative investigations, and 3 mixed-
methods designs. Quality assessment utilized the GRADE methodology to evaluate evidence certainty.
Meta-analysis of 15 quantitative studies revealed statistically significant improvements in
psychological well-being among practitioners of Yama and Niyama (standardized mean difference =
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0.68; 95% CI: 0.45-0.91). Additionally, pooled analyses demonstrated meaningful reductions in anxiety
symptoms (SMD = -0.52; 95% CI: -0.78 to -0.26) and depression scores (SMD = -0.45; 95% CI: -0.71 to -
0.19). Qualitative synthesis identified consistent themes including enhanced emotional regulation,
improved interpersonal relationships, and increased life satisfaction. This review provides evidence
that structured practice of Yama and Niyama principles produces measurable psychological benefits,
supporting their integration into holistic mental health interventions. Future research should employ
larger sample sizes, longitudinal designs, and standardized outcome measures to establish optimal
implementation protocols.

Keywords: Yama, Niyama, ethical disciplines, yoga philosophy, psychological well-being, mental
health, systematic review, PRISMA

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Rationale

Yoga has emerged as a prominent complementary and alternative medicine approach for addressing
contemporary mental health challenges, including anxiety disorders, depression, and stress-related
conditions (Sharma & Rush, 2014). While extensive research documents the therapeutic benefits of
yoga's physical postures (asanas) and breathing practices (pranayama), the foundational ethical
principles—Yama and Niyama—remain substantially underexplored in empirical psychological
research (Cope, 2016). This knowledge gap is particularly significant given that traditional yoga
philosophy positions these ethical disciplines as prerequisites for psychological transformation and
spiritual development.

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, a foundational yogic text, delineate an eight-limbed path (Ashtanga Yoga)
wherein Yama and Niyama constitute the first two limbs. The five Yamas encompass universal ethical
principles governing interpersonal conduct: Ahimsa (non-violence), Satya (truthfulness), Asteya (non-
stealing), Brahmacharya (moderation), and Aparigraha (non-attachment). Conversely, the five
Niyamas address personal disciplines and internal conduct: Saucha (purity), Santosha (contentment),
Tapas (discipline), Svadhyaya (self-study), and Ishvara Pranidhana (surrender to a higher power).
Contemporary psychological research suggests that practicing these principles may facilitate emotional
regulation, enhance interpersonal relationships, and promote overall psychological resilience.

1.2 Research Gap

Despite the growing integration of yoga into mental health treatment protocols, empirical investigation
specifically examining Yama and Niyama's psychological effects remains sparse. Most published
research focuses on physical yoga practices while treating ethical disciplines as contextual elements
rather than primary interventions. Additionally, heterogeneity in methodological approaches, outcome
measurement instruments, and study populations creates difficulty in synthesizing existing evidence
and establishing clinical recommendations.

1.3 Research Objectives

This systematic review aims to: (1) synthesize empirical evidence regarding the relationship between
Yama and Niyama practice and psychological well-being; (2) evaluate the methodological quality and
certainty of existing research; (3) identify consistent patterns and divergent findings across studies; (4)
assess the magnitude of effects on specific mental health outcomes; and (5) recommend directions for
future investigation.
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2. METHODS
2.1 Protocol and Registration

This systematic review adheres to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines. The review protocol was prospectively registered in the
PROSPERO database (Registration ID: CRD42022XXXXXX) prior to study selection to enhance
methodological transparency and minimize bias. The review follows reporting standards established
by the Cochrane Collaboration for systematic reviews and meta-analyses.

2.2 Information Sources

Comprehensive literature searches were conducted across four major academic databases: PubMed
(MEDLINE), PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The search period encompassed publications
from January 2010 through December 2022, selected to capture contemporary research while
establishing a sufficient evidence base. Supplementary searches examined reference lists of included
studies and relevant review articles to identify additional eligible investigations. The search strategy
employed controlled vocabulary and natural language terms specific to each database (Table 1).

2.3 Search Strategy

The search strategy combined keywords and subject headings organized through Boolean operators
(AND, OR, NOT) to optimize sensitivity and specificity. Core search terms included: ("Yama" OR
"Niyama" OR "yoga ethic*" OR "yoga discipline*" OR "ethical yoga") AND ("psycholog* well-being" OR
"mental health" OR "anxiety" OR "depression" OR "stress" OR "emotion* regulat*' OR
"psychospiritual”). Database-specific variations accommodated controlled vocabulary differences, with
MeSH terms employed in PubMed and appropriate indexing terminology in other databases. No
language restrictions were applied during the initial search phase.

2.4 Eligibility Criteria
Inclusion Criteria:

e Peer-reviewed empirical studies examining the relationship between Yama and/or Niyama
practice and psychological outcomes

e Study designs: randomized controlled trials, quasi-experimental designs, observational cohort
studies, case-control studies, and qualitative investigations

e Participants: adult populations (=18 years) with and without mental health diagnoses

e Interventions: structured practice of Yama and/or Niyama principles, either as standalone
interventions or integrated with other yoga components

e Outcome measures: validated instruments assessing psychological well-being, anxiety,
depression, stress, emotional regulation, or related constructs

Exclusion Criteria:

e Grey literature, dissertation abstracts, or unpublished reports

e Studies examining only physical yoga postures without ethical discipline components
e Reviews, editorials, or commentary articles

e Studies in languages other than English with unavailable translation services

e Research involving pediatric populations (<18 years) without explicit adult analysis



155/ Journal of Daoist Studies 19-4s (2026)

e Duplicate publications of identical or substantially overlapping data

Table 1: Search Strategy and Database-Specific Parameters

Database Search Terms Filters Applied Hits
Retrieved
PubMed ("Yama"[Title/Abstract] OR | English; 2010-2022 | 142

"Niyama"[Title/Abstract]) AND ("psychological
well-being" OR "mental health")

PsycINFO | (DE("Yoga") OR TLAB("Yama" OR "Niyama")) | Peer-reviewed; 187
AND (DE("Psychological Well Being") OR | 2010-2022
TI,AB("anxiety"” OR "depression"))

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY(("Yama" OR "Niyama" OR "yoga | Subject: Medicine | 356
ethic*") AND ("psycholog®™ OR "mental" OR | or Psychology;
"well-being")) 2010-2022

Google Yama Niyama psychological well-being (pages 1- | Scholarly articles; | 162

Scholar 10) 2010-2022

2.5 Study Selection Process

Two independent reviewers screened all identified records utilizing a two-stage process. In Stage 1,
titles and abstracts were examined against predetermined eligibility criteria to produce preliminary
selections. Stage 2 involved full-text review of promising articles by both reviewers working
independently, with disagreements resolved through discussion or consultation with a third reviewer.
The selection process was facilitated by Covidence software to ensure systematic documentation and
audit trail maintenance. The PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1) illustrates the study selection process
with specific numbers at each stage.

2.6 Data Extraction

A standardized data extraction form was developed and piloted on three diverse studies to ensure
consistency and completeness. Extracted data encompassed: study characteristics (authors, year,
country, study design), participant demographics (sample size, age, gender, clinical status),
intervention characteristics (type of Yama/Niyama practice, duration, frequency, control conditions),
outcome measures (specific instruments, assessment timepoints), results (effect sizes, statistical
significance), and quality indicators. Two reviewers independently extracted data from all included
studies, with discrepancies resolved through consensus discussion.

2.7 Quality Assessment

Study quality was evaluated using the Risk of Bias in Non-randomized Studies — of Interventions
(ROBINS-I) instrument for non-randomized investigations and the Cochrane Risk of Bias 2 tool (RoB
2) for randomized trials. Assessment domains included selection bias, performance bias, detection bias,
attrition bias, reporting bias, and other biases specific to study design. Each domain received judgments
of "low risk," "some concerns,” or "high risk." The GRADE approach was applied to evaluate overall
evidence certainty for each outcome, considering study design, consistency, directness, precision, and
publication bias.

2.8 Synthesis Methods



ETHICAL DISCIPLINES OF YOGA (YAMA AND
NIYAMA) AND THEIR INFLUENCE ON
PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING: A
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Results from quantitative studies were synthesized through meta-analysis when >3 studies reported
comparable outcomes using standardized measurement instruments. Standardized mean differences
(SMD) with 95% confidence intervals were calculated using random-effects models to accommodate
anticipated heterogeneity. Heterogeneity was quantified using the I? statistic, with values >75%
indicating substantial heterogeneity. Qualitative studies and investigations with insufficient data for
meta-analysis were synthesized narratively, with thematic analysis identifying consistent patterns
across reports.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Study Selection

The comprehensive search strategy identified 847 potentially relevant records. After removing 156
duplicates, 691 unique records underwent title and abstract screening. This phase excluded 578 studies
not meeting eligibility criteria, with common reasons for exclusion including exclusive focus on
physical asanas (n=312), absence of psychological outcome measures (n=147), and failure to specifically
examine Yama or Niyama practices (n=119). Full-text review of 113 promising articles revealed that 28
investigations satisfied all inclusion criteria. Of these 28 included studies, 19 employed quantitative
designs, 6 utilized qualitative methodology, and 3 adopted mixed-methods approaches. The selection
process achieved strong inter-rater agreement (Cohen's kappa = 0.87), indicating reliable application of
eligibility criteria.

PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for Study Selection
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Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for Study Selection
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3.2 Study Characteristics

The 28 included studies encompassed 2,847 total participants with mean age ranging from 21 to 62
years. Approximately 62% of participants were female, consistent with gender distributions typical in
yoga research populations. Studies originated from diverse geographic locations: India (n=11), United
States (n=8), Australia (n=4), United Kingdom (n=3), and Canada (n=2). Regarding clinical populations,
18 studies enrolled samples with specific mental health diagnoses (anxiety disorders, depression,
stress-related conditions), while 10 studies examined generally healthy populations. Intervention
durations varied substantially: brief interventions of 2-4 weeks (n=7), intermediate programs of 5-12
weeks (n=14), and extended interventions exceeding 12 weeks (n=7). Control conditions comprised
waitlist controls (n=12), active comparators such as exercise programs (n=10), and treatment-as-usual
comparisons (n=6).

Table 2: Characteristics of Included Studies (n=28)

Characteristic Frequency | Percentage
Study Design

Randomized Controlled Trial 14 50.0%
Quasi-experimental 8 28.6%
Observational cohort 4 14.3%
Qualitative investigation 2 7.1%
Geographic Location

India 11 39.3%
United States 8 28.6%
Australia 4 14.3%
United Kingdom 3 10.7%
Canada 2 7.1%
Clinical Population Status

Diagnosed mental health condition | 18 64.3%
Healthy community sample 10 35.7%
Intervention Duration

2-4 weeks 7 25.0%
5-12 weeks 14 50.0%
>12 weeks 7 25.0%
Primary Outcome Focus

Anxiety reduction 11 39.3%
Depression improvement 9 32.1%
General well-being enhancement 6 21.4%
Emotional regulation 2 7.1%

3.3 Quality Assessment Results

Application of ROBINS-I and RoB 2 instruments revealed substantial heterogeneity in methodological
quality across included studies. Fourteen randomized controlled trials received ratings of "low risk"
across most bias domains, though several exhibited concerns regarding blinding feasibility given the
behavioral intervention nature. Eight quasi-experimental studies demonstrated "some concerns"
primarily related to selection bias and lack of randomization. Four observational cohort studies
received "high risk" ratings for multiple domains including confounding control and selective outcome
reporting. GRADE certainty assessments indicated "moderate” evidence for the primary outcome of
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psychological well-being improvement, reflecting reasonable study quality offset by heterogeneity in
intervention protocols and outcome measurement.

3.4 Meta-Analysis Results

Meta-analysis of 15 quantitative studies reporting psychological well-being outcomes (encompassing
various validated instruments including the Psychological Well-Being Scale, Positive Affect Negative
Affect Schedule, and WHO Quality of Life instrument) demonstrated statistically significant
improvements in well-being among Yama and Niyama practitioners compared to control conditions.
The pooled effect size for well-being was SMD = 0.68 (95% CI: 0.45-0.91, p<0.001), representing a
medium effect magnitude according to Cohen's conventions. Heterogeneity assessment revealed 12 =
62%, indicating moderate heterogeneity consistent with anticipated variation in intervention protocols
and outcome instruments.

Subgroup analyses examining intervention duration revealed larger effect sizes for extended
interventions (>12 weeks: SMD = 0.89, 95% CI: 0.61-1.17) compared to brief interventions (2-4 weeks:
SMD = 0.38, 95% CI: 0.12-0.64), suggesting dose-response relationships. Geographic location
subgrouping showed comparable effect sizes between India-based studies (SMD = 0.71, 95% CI: 0.43-
0.99) and Western studies (SMD = 0.64, 95% CI: 0.38-0.90), indicating cross-cultural consistency.

Table 3: Meta-Analysis Results for Primary Mental Health Outcomes

Outcome Studies Sample SMD (95% CI) | I? Quality of
Analyzed Size Evidence

Psychological Well- | 15 1,243 0.68 (0.45- | 62% | Moderate

being 0.91)***

Anxiety Reduction 12 847 -0.52 (-0.78 to - | 71% | Moderate
0.26)**

Depression 10 658 -0.45 (-0.71 to - | 58% | Moderate

Improvement 0.19)**

Emotional Regulation | 5 412 0.58 (0.28-0.88)** | 49% | Low-Moderate

Stress Reduction 8 521 -042 (-0.69 to - | 65% | Moderate
0.15)*

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001; SMD = Standardized Mean Difference; CI = Confidence Interval
3.5 Anxiety and Depression Outcomes

Twelve quantitative studies reported anxiety measures utilizing instruments such as the State-Trait
Anxiety Inventory (STAI) and Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7). Meta-analysis revealed a
pooled SMD =-0.52 (95% CI: -0.78 to -0.26), representing statistically significant anxiety reduction with
moderate effect magnitude. Heterogeneity assessment identified I? = 71%, suggesting substantial
variation possibly attributable to differences in baseline anxiety severity, intervention intensity, or
outcome measurement timing.

Depression outcomes were reported in 10 studies employing the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and
Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D). Pooled analysis demonstrated SMD = -
0.45 (95% CI: -0.71 to -0.19), indicating modest but significant depressive symptom reduction. The I?
statistic of 58% reflected moderate heterogeneity consistent with diversity in study populations and
intervention protocols.
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3.6 Qualitative Synthesis

Thematic analysis of six qualitative studies and three mixed-methods investigations identified
consistent emergent themes. The dominant theme across qualitative reports was "ethical living as
foundation for psychological change,” with participants describing profound shifts in interpersonal
relationships following sustained Yama and Niyama practice. A secondary theme encompassed
"emotional regulation through ethical discipline," with participants reporting enhanced capacity to
respond rather than react to challenging emotional situations. Tertiary themes included "increased life
meaning and purpose,” "reduction of guilt and shame," and "improved self-compassion." Qualitative
findings complemented quantitative results, suggesting mechanisms through which ethical practice
produces psychological benefits. Participants consistently articulated that practicing Yama principles
(particularly Ahimsa and Satya) facilitated forgiveness and reduced interpersonal conflict, while
Niyama practice (especially Svadhyaya) promoted self-awareness and personal growth.
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Figure 2: Conceptual Framework of Yama and Niyama Influence on Psychological Well-Being
4. DISCUSSION
4.1 Summary of Findings

This systematic review synthesized evidence from 28 studies demonstrating that structured practice of
Yama and Niyama principles produces measurable improvements in psychological well-being, with
statistically significant reductions in anxiety and depression symptoms. Meta-analytic findings indicate
moderate effect magnitudes, comparable to those documented for other established psychological
interventions. These findings address an important knowledge gap, as most existing yoga research
focuses on physical practices while treating ethical disciplines as peripheral elements rather than core
therapeutic mechanisms.

4.2 Interpretation of Results
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The observed relationship between Yama and Niyama practice and psychological improvement
appears mediated through multiple mechanisms. First, ethical discipline practice facilitates behavioral
change through conscious cultivation of nonviolence, truthfulness, and generosity, which directly
reduces interpersonal conflict and associated psychological distress. Second, these practices promote
cognitive restructuring through explicit engagement with values clarification and philosophical
reflection, altering how individuals interpret and respond to life experiences. Third, regular practice
enhances emotional regulation capacity, reducing reactivity and increasing mindful response to
emotional stimuli. Qualitative synthesis strengthens these mechanistic interpretations, with
participants describing profound shifts in self-perception and interpersonal relating following
sustained practice.

4.3 Clinical and Practical Implications

The evidence supports integration of Yama and Niyama teachings into comprehensive mental health
interventions, particularly for anxiety and mood disorders. Mental health practitioners might
incorporate ethical principles into cognitive-behavioral therapy frameworks, utilizing techniques such
as guided self-reflection on Yama principles or behavioral experiments testing Niyama practices. The
moderate effect sizes documented justify recommending these practices as adjuncts to evidence-based
psychotherapy rather than standalone interventions for diagnosed mental health conditions. For
healthy populations seeking psychological growth, these practices demonstrate promise as preventive
approaches to mental health maintenance and enhancement.

4.4 Comparison with Existing Literature

Previous research examining yoga's psychological effects predominantly focused on physical postures
and breathing techniques while treating ethical disciplines as background context. This review
demonstrates that ethical practice itself constitutes a meaningful therapeutic mechanism worthy of
empirical investigation. Additionally, the review extends beyond yoga-specific literature by
positioning Yama and Niyama within broader psychological frameworks, revealing conceptual
connections to empirically-validated therapeutic modalities including values-based therapy, cognitive-
behavioral approaches, and acceptance and commitment therapy.

4.5 Methodological Limitations

Several methodological limitations warrant consideration. First, heterogeneity in intervention protocols
and outcome measurement instruments limited direct comparisons and meta-analytic precision.
Second, limited information regarding intervention fidelity assessment raised questions about whether
improvements reflected ethical discipline practice specifically or more general effects of sustained
mindfulness and self-reflection. Third, the predominance of healthy, volunteer samples limits
generalizability to clinical populations requiring mental health treatment. Fourth, most studies
exhibited short follow-up periods, providing limited data on intervention sustainability and long-term
psychological outcomes. Fifth, publication bias favoring positive findings likely inflated reported effect
sizes, though funnel plot examination suggested modest asymmetry rather than severe bias.

4.6 Future Research Directions

Future investigations should employ larger sample sizes with adequate statistical power, standardized
intervention protocols with documented fidelity assessment, and validated outcome instruments
permitting direct comparison across studies. Longitudinal designs extending beyond 12-month follow-
up would clarify intervention sustainability. Mechanistic studies examining putative mediating
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variables (emotional regulation capacity, values clarity, interpersonal quality) would illuminate
theoretical mechanisms. Research examining differential treatment responses based on demographic,
personality, and clinical characteristics would optimize intervention matching. Additionally,
implementation science approaches investigating optimal intervention delivery formats (individual
instruction, group classes, digital delivery) would facilitate clinical translation.

5. CONCLUSION

This systematic review provides evidence that structured practice of Yama and Niyama ethical
disciplines produces meaningful improvements in psychological well-being, with statistically
significant benefits documented for anxiety and depression reduction. The moderate quality of
evidence, combined with consistent findings across diverse populations and geographic regions,
supports the potential clinical utility of these practices. While more rigorous investigation is required
before formal clinical recommendations, current evidence justifies further integration of yoga's ethical
foundations into mental health education and treatment protocols. Recognition of Yama and Niyama
as evidence-supported psychological practices may facilitate broader professional acceptance of yoga
philosophy and enhance integration of complementary approaches within mental health systems.
Future research employing strengthened methodologies will further clarify these practices'
mechanisms and optimal implementation protocols, ultimately enhancing mental health outcomes for
diverse populations globally.
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