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INTRODUCTION

Anxiety is a huge mental health issue worldwide. It hits people of all ages and backgrounds.
You know, it shows up as constant worry, feeling restless, physical symptoms, and messing
with daily life. Life’s pace keeps speeding up, and with school stress, work pressure, and
social stuff, anxiety cases have gone way up. Doctors usually use meds and therapy, but more
people are looking at other ways to handle anxiety that don’t involve drugs and also help
overall well-being.%

Yoga is one such holistic approach that has gained global recognition for promoting both
body and mind health. Originating in ancient India, yoga integrates physical postures,
meditation, and breathing practices to achieve harmony between body and mind. Among its
various components, pranayama, which is basically breath control, plays a crucial role in
influencing physiological and psychological processes. Research indicates that pranayama
practices help regulate the autonomic nervous system, enhance parasympathetic activity, and
promote relaxation, thereby contributing to the reduction of stress and anxiety.*¥ Several
studies have demonstrated that controlled breathing techniques can significantly reduce

anxiety levels and improve psychological well-being.”

Pranayama is the fourth limb of Ashtang Yoga. The word pranayama combines “prana” and
“ayama”. Prana devotes vital energy, while ayama signifies expansion, regulation or
control.! Thus, the word pranayama means ‘extension of the dimension of prana’. Sheetali
Pranayama, is a specific breathing technique called the “cooling breath”, In which inhalation
occurs through a rolled tongue or pursed lips followed by exhalation through the nose. This
practice is believed to produce a cooling and calming effect on both the body and mind.
Research says it promotes relaxation and may be beneficial in conditions associated with
psychological stress, anxiety and hypertension. Studies examining its physiological effects
have reported significant reductions in heart rate and blood pressure following the practice of
Sheetali pranayama, indicating enhanced parasympathetic activity and reduced sympathetic

arousal.[" 8l

Furthermore, neurophysiological studies have indicated that Sheetali and Sheetkari
pranayama practices influence brain wave activity. These practices have been shown to
increase alpha and theta brain waves, which are associated with relaxation and calmness,
while decreasing beta wave activity, which is often linked with mental tension and anxiety.

Recent research also highlights that controlled breathing practices help regulate emotional
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responses and reduce stress-related hormones by activating the parasympathetic nervous
system, thereby improving mood and psychological stability.[**”! Because of this, researchers

and health pros are looking at pranayama as a helpful add-on treatment for anxiety.

But here’s the thing: even though there’s growing research on pranayama and mental health,
studies focusing on Sheetali Pranayama’s effect on anxiety are still pretty scattered and
limited. We need a thorough review to understand how it works, what it can do, and where

the research gaps are.

So, this review aims to dig into the existing studies on Sheetali Pranayama and anxiety. It
looks at experiments, clinical trials, and theories to give a clear picture of how this breathing

technique affects anxiety. It also points out what future research should focus on.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Pranayama is an ancient yogic practice that focuses on the regulation and control of breath to
enhance physical, mental, and emotional well-being. The term “Pranayama” is derived from
the Sanskrit words Prana, meaning life force or vital energy, and Ayama, meaning expansion
or control. In classical yogic and Ayurvedic philosophy, prana is considered the vital energy
that sustains life and regulates various physiological and psychological functions in the
body.'! Pranayama is also described as one of the eight limbs (Ashtanga Yoga) in
Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, where it plays an important role in preparing the mind for meditation
and achieving higher states of awareness and self-discipline.*?! Traditional yogic texts such
as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika also emphasize the importance of pranayama for purifying the
body and mind, balancing the vital energies, and promoting mental stability.* Modern
scientific studies have supported these traditional concepts by demonstrating that pranayama
practices help regulate the autonomic nervous system, improve oxygenation, and strengthen
the mind-body connection, thereby contributing to the reduction of stress, anxiety, and other

psychological disturbances.®*

Among the various pranayama techniques, Sheetali
Pranayama, commonly referred to as the “cooling breath,” is recognized for its calming and
soothing effects on the body and mind. The term Sheetali originates from Sanskrit and means
“cooling,” reflecting its ability to lower body temperature and produce a cooling effect on the
nervous system. Classical yogic texts describe Sheetali pranayama as a technique that helps
reduce excess heat in the body, improve mental calmness, and maintain physiological

balance.!*314
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How to practice Sheetali Pranayama™

= Sitin a comfortable posture (cross-legged or on a chair).

* Roll the tongue into a tube (or place the tongue between slightly open lips if rolling isn’t
possible).

= Inhale deeply through the rolled tongue.

= Close the mouth and exhale slowly through the nose.

= Repeat for 5-10 cycles while maintaining focus on the breath.

UNDERSTANDING ANXIETY
Stress and anxiety are closely related psychological conditions, but they differ in their causes,
duration, and impact on daily functioning.

Stress is generally defines as a temporary feeling of worry or nervousness in response to
challenging situations (e.g., exams, work deadlines or personal responsibilties). It is usually

short term and subsides once the stressor is removed.[*”

In contrast clinical anxiety disorders involve excessive, persistent worry or fear that occurs
without a clear threat and interferes with daily life.[*) Common disorders include Generalized

Anxiety Disorder (GAD), Panic Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, and specific phobias.

(Key difference: While stress is a response to an external challenge, clinical anxiety often

persists even in the absence of immediate stressors. )5

« Symptoms of Anxiety-Symptoms of anxiety can be classified into physical, emotional
and cognitive symptoms. These symptoms may vary in intensity and frequency depending

on individual and situation.[*®!

1. Physical symptoms- These are bodily reactions that occur due to heightened stress
responses associated with anxiety. These may include.[*®!

e Increased heart rate (palpitations)

e Rapid tension or restlessness

e Muscle tension or restlessnss

e Dizziness or nausea

e Fatigue

e Sleep disturbances
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2. Emotional Symtoms- These reflect the feelings and emotional responses during
anxiety™

e Excessive worry or fear of the unknown

e Irritability and mood swings

e Feelings of impending doom

e Difficulty relaxing

e Feeling constantly on edge

3. Cognitive Symtoms- These invole disturbances in thinking patterns and processes. These
include.™

e Racing thoughts and overthinking

e Trouble with concentration and decision-making
e Persistent negative thoughts

e Fear of losing control

e Catastrophizing (expecting the worst possible outcome)

OBJECTIVES
1. To explore the scientific literature on Sheetali Pranayama.
2. To analyze its effects on anxiety and stress reduction.

3. To bridge the gap between traditional knowledge and modern research

MECHANISM OF SHETALI PRANAYAM IN ANXIETY REDUCTION
Sheetali Pranayama helps reduce anxiety through physiological and psychological

mechanisms that directly influence the nervous system and stress response.

1. PHYSIOLOGICAL MECHANISMS

1.1 Activation of the Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS)

Deep, slow inhalation through the tongue and controlled exhalation stimulate the rest-and-
digest response. This counteracts the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) associated with
stress and anxiety. This leads to a state of relaxation, reduces heart rate, and lower blood
pressure.?”

1.2 Reduction of Cortisol Levels (Stress Hormone)

Scientific studies suggest that controlled breathing can lower cortisol, the primary stress

hormone. It helps decreasing physiological stress responses and contribute to improved
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emotional balance and reduced anxiety symptoms. '39!

1.3 Cooling Effect on the Nervous System
It produces a cooling sensation during inhalation, which help lowers body temperature and
has a calming effect on the hypothalamus, which regulates emotions and stress responses.

Helps counteract heat-induced agitation, making it effective in anxiety relief.

In traditional Ayurvedic understanding, it is believed to pacify aggrevated Pitta and calm the
[13]

mind, which reduces anxiety.
1.4 Improves Oxygen Supply to the Brain

Deep and rhythmic breathing improves oxygenation and circulation, which supports
cognitive function and reduces mental fatigue and brain fog commonly associated with

anxiety and improve concentration.”!

1.5 Enhances Heart Rate Variability
It has been shown to enhance heart rate variability, an indicator of parasympathetic nervous
system activity. Increased HRV is associated with improved cardiovascular regulation and

better stress resilience.?!!

1.6 Effect on brain waves

Sheetali pranayama influences brainwave activity, promoting a state of relaxation and
reduced anxiety. EEG studies show that regular practice leads to an increase in alpha and
theta waves, which are associated with calm wakefulness, emotional regulation, and deep
relaxation. Some studies also report a rise in delta waves, reflecting restful states, while beta
waves decrease, indicating reduced mental arousal and stress. These shifts suggest that
Sheetali pranayama helps the brain transition from an anxious, hyperactive state to a calmer,

more balanced neural pattern.

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL MECHANISMS

2.1 Induction of Mindfulness and Present-Moment Awareness

The practice of focusing on the breath shifts attention away from anxious thoughts, reducing
rumination and overthinking. Encourages a meditative state, enhancing emotional

regulation.[*®!
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2.2 Regulation of the Amygdala (Fear Center of the Brain)

Anxiety is associated to hyperactivity of the amygdala, the brain region responsible for fear
and stress responses. Controlled breathing techniques, including Sheetali Pranayama, help in
downregulating amygdala activity, reducing excessive worry and nervousness.’) A study
conducted by Okonogi et al.®! demonstrated that VNS restores stress-induced prefrontal
cortex-amygdala (PFC-AMY) oscillations in stress-susceptible mice. The prefrontal cortex
and amygdala are thought to be the main brain areas associated with anxiety,* and the
synchronization of neuronal oscillations between these regions influences anxiogenic

behavior.[?*!

2.3 Promotes Relaxation and Emotional Stability

Engaging in slow, rhythmic breathing triggers the release of neurotransmitters like serotonin
and dopamine, which are associated with relaxation, emotional stability and improved mood,
promoting a sense of calm and well-being.™*®

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Sheetali Pranayama provides a natural and effective way to manage anxiety
by directly influencing both the body and the mind. It helps regulate the autonomic nervous
system, promotes parasympathetic activity, and it serves as a powerful tool for emotional
balance and relaxation. Regular practice of Sheetali Pranayama also decrease stress hormone
levels, improve oxygenation and encourage a state of mindfulness and relaxation.?!

While the existing literature supports its therapeutic potential, more rigorous and long-term

studies are needed to fully understand its role in the treatment of anxiety disorders.

The evidence suggests that Sheetali Pranayama can be an accessible, cost-effective, and non-
invasive addition to anxiety management strategies, offering both immediate and long-term

benefits for individuals seeking relief from anxiety.**%
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