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Abstract

Purpose of Review—To (1) explain what yoga is, (2) summarize published literature on the 

efficacy of yoga for managing cancer treatment-related toxicities, (3) provide clinical 

recommendations on the use of yoga for oncology professionals, and (4) suggest promising areas 

for future research.

Recent Findings—Based on a total of 24 phase II and one phase III clinical trials, low-intensity 

forms of yoga, specifically gentle hatha and restorative, are feasible, safe, and effective for treating 

sleep disruption, cancer-related fatigue, cognitive impairment, psychosocial distress, and 

musculoskeletal symptoms in cancer patients receiving chemotherapy and radiation and cancer 

survivors.

Summary—Clinicians should consider prescribing yoga for their patients suffering with these 

toxicities by referring them to qualified yoga professionals. More definitive phase III clinical trials 

are needed to confirm these findings and to investigate other types, doses, and delivery modes of 

yoga for treating cancer-related toxicities in patients and survivors.
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Introduction

Cancer is one of the most prevalent diseases in the USA. Almost half of the population of 

America will be diagnosed with cancer at some point during their lifetime [1]. More than 

15.5 million Americans are living with a cancer diagnosis in the USA and this number is 

expected to reach more than 20.3 million by 2026 [2]. Patients and survivors not only 

experience the illness and subsequent damage to organs and bodily systems caused by the 

uncontrolled growth and spread of cancer cells, but they also suffer from cancer treatment-

related toxicities, such as sleep disruption, cancer-related fatigue (CRF), cognitive 

impairment, psychological distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms. These toxicities occur 

during the time period in which patients are actively receiving treatment and may also first 

arise months or years after these treatments have been completed. Sleep disruption, CRF, 

cognitive impairment, psychological distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms also persist for 

years after treatment completion [3–9] and become worse when multiple toxicities occur at 

the same time; this occurs in a substantial proportion of patients and survivors [7, 10–17].

Sleep disruption, CRF, cognitive impairment, psychological distress, and musculoskeletal 

symptoms reduce cancer patients’ abilities to complete cancer treatments as prescribed and 

to participate in essential and valued life activities, such as work, errands, eating, walking, 

and family events. This compromised ability to complete activities of daily living 

significantly diminishes recovery, quality of life, and survival [5, 9, 18]. When severe, these 

toxicities significantly increase morbidity and mortality [5, 9, 18, 19]. Despite momentous 

advances in our capacity to diagnose cancer, treat the disease, and increase survival, effective 

treatments for the myriad of toxicities experienced by patients and survivors are lacking. 

Finding effective ways to treat cancer treatment-related toxicities is among the highest 

clinical research priorities at the National Cancer Institute.

Yoga is an integrative, non-pharmacologic therapy with a growing body of research 

suggesting it is efficacious for treating sleep disruption, CRF, cognitive impairment, 

psychological distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms among cancer patients and survivors. 

The purposes of this review are to (1) explain what yoga is, (2) summarize published 

literature on the efficacy of yoga for managing cancer treatment-related toxicities, (3) 

provide clinical recommendations on the use of yoga for oncology professionals, and (4) 

suggest promising areas for future research.

Yoga

Yoga is a mind-body therapy that includes three components: (1) physical alignment poses 

(asanas), breathing techniques (pranayamas), and mindful exercises (meditations) [20–25]. 

These three components are based on several Eastern traditions from India (e.g., Classical, 

Advaita Vedanta, Tantra), Tibet (e.g., Tibetan), and China (e.g., Chi Kung, Tai Chi) [20, 26, 
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27]. The word yoga is derived from its Sanskrit root “yuj,” which means “to yoke” or join 

together. In this case, yoga refers to joining the mind and the body [20, 26, 27]. There are 

many different styles and types of yoga. Gentle hatha and restorative yoga are two 

systematic approaches to yoga that are popular in the USA and increasingly accepted for use 

as part of traditional Western medicine [20, 23–25, 28•, 29–32]. Gentle hatha yoga focuses 

on physical postures and is part of many styles of yoga, including Iyengar, Anusara, 

Vinyasa, and others [20, 23, 24, 29, 30]. Restorative yoga focuses on full relaxation and is 

part of the Iyengar style of yoga [21, 22]. Gentle hatha yoga, restorative yoga, and a 

combination of the two may provide an effective approach for improving cancer treatment-

related toxicities, such as sleep disruption, CRF, cognitive impairment, psychological 

distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms.

Yoga for Treating Sleep Disruption

Sleep disruption is among the most distressing adverse effects experienced by cancer 

patients and survivors. Thirty to 90% of cancer patients and survivors report sleep disruption 

during and after the completion of cancer treatments [33–38]. We identified ten clinical trials 

that tested the effects of yoga on sleep disruption in cancer patients and survivors [21, 26, 

28•, 39–45]. Three trials enrolled cancer patients receiving chemotherapy and/or radiation 

therapy [42, 43, 45], five trials enrolled survivors who had completed these primary 

treatments but may have still been receiving hormonal or biologic therapies [28•, 39–41, 44], 

and two trials enrolled both patients with ongoing cancer treatments and cancer survivors 

[21, 26]. These trials investigated a variety of yoga prescriptions that varied in type of yoga, 

duration of yoga sessions, intensity of yoga, frequency of yoga, and overall length of the 

yoga intervention [21, 26, 28•, 39–45]. The types of yoga included gentle hatha, restorative, 

Iyengar, and Tibetan. The duration of each guided group yoga session ranged from 60 to 120 

min. The intensity of the yoga sessions ranged from low to moderate. The frequency of yoga 

practice ranged from one to five times per week. The overall length of the yoga intervention 

ranged from 4 weeks to more than 6 months. Seven studies compared yoga to a standard 

care control [21, 26, 28•, 40, 41, 43, 44], one to a stretching control group [42], another one 

to a support therapy control condition (45), and the other to a health education [39]. The 

sample population in these trials ranged from 31 to 410 participants. All clinical trials were 

conducted in adult patients with cancer and/or survivors.

Cohen et al. conducted the first clinical trial using the Tibetan yoga, which incorporated low-

intensity poses, breathing techniques, and mindfulness exercises with lymphoma patients 

experiencing sleep disruption. Results of the trial showed that yoga participants had better 

subjective sleep quality, faster sleep latency, longer sleep duration, and less use of sleep 

medications compared with patients in the standard care control group [26]. Bower et al. 

[39] was the first to blind yoga participants to the study hypotheses and use a time and 

attention control when testing the efficacy of yoga for treating sleep disruption. Mustian et 

al. conducted the only phase III multicenter trial testing the effectiveness of yoga for treating 

sleep disruption in cancer survivors [28•]. In addition, the study by Mustian and colleagues 

is one of the only studies to use both validated patient-reported outcome measures and 

objective measures, via actigraphy, of sleep. The trial compared a standardized yoga 

intervention (YOCAS©® 4 weeks, twice a week, 75 min/session; gentle hatha and 
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restorative yoga) to a standard care control condition among 410 patients with cancer from 

12 National Cancer Institute Community Oncology Research Program (NCORP) community 

oncology practices throughout the USA. Yoga participants had statistically significant 

improvements in wake after sleep onset, sleep efficiency, self-reported sleep measures, and 

sleep medication usage compared to the controls [28•].

Overall, the results of these clinical trials are very encouraging with seven trials reporting 

significant sleep-related benefits from yoga [21, 26, 28•, 41, 42, 44, 45] and three trials 

reporting inconsistent null findings [39, 40, 43]. Taken together, these studies suggest that 

gentle hatha, restorative, and Tibetan yoga, performed in 60- to 120-min sessions, at a low to 

moderate intensity, one to three times per week over a period of 4 to 10 weeks may be 

efficacious for treating sleep disruption in cancer patients and survivors.

Yoga for Treating Cancer-Related Fatigue (CRF)

CRF is one of the most noxious toxicities reported by patients and survivors [7, 9, 17, 46–

48]. CRF occurs in 25–99% of patients during and after cancer treatments [7, 9, 17, 46–48]. 

We identified 16 randomized clinical trials that examined the effect of yoga on CRF [21, 26, 

39, 41, 43–45, 49, 50•, 51–56, 57•]. Four trials tested the effects of yoga on CRF among 

cancer patients receiving chemotherapy or radiotherapy [43, 45, 51, 56]. Ten trials 

investigated the efficacy of yoga for treating CRF among survivors post-chemotherapy 

and/or post-radiation therapy [39, 41, 44, 49, 50•, 52–55, 57•]. Two studies recruited both 

cancer patients and survivors [21, 26]. These trials were diverse in regard to the type, 

duration, intensity, frequency, and intervention length of yoga. Most yoga interventions used 

hatha or Iyengar styles of yoga and included physical postures, breathing exercises, and 

meditation in group format. However, one study used a home-based self-guided yoga format 

[53] and one study included both facility- and home-based yoga formats [55]. Yoga session 

durations ranged from 60 to 120 min. Intensity ranged from low to moderate. Frequency of 

sessions ranged from one to five classes per week. Interventions ranged in length from four 

weeks to six months. Eight studies showed that yoga significantly reduced CRF post-

intervention and/or during 1-, 3-, or 6-month follow-ups comparing to the non-yoga 

intervention control groups where participants followed their standard cancer care only [41, 

44, 49, 52, 57•] or received a health education intervention [39, 45, 50•]. Another two 

studies compared yoga to conventional strengthening exercises [51, 53] and found both 

groups significantly improved in multiple domains of fatigue. Therefore, both yoga and 

strength exercise were considered efficacious for treating CRF. Six studies did not find a 

group difference for CRF [21, 26, 43, 54–56]. All studies were conducted in adult cancer 

patients and/or survivors. Taken together, these studies suggest that gentle hatha and Iyengar 

yoga performed in 60- to 120-min sessions, at a low to moderate intensity, one to three times 

per week over a period of four to 12 weeks may be efficacious for treating CRF in cancer 

patients and survivors.

Yoga for Treating Cognitive Impairment

Depending on cancer type and treatments, studies show that up to 80% of patients 

experience “chemobrain” during treatment and it persists in up to 35% of survivors post-
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treatment [58, 59]. Two randomized clinical trials studied the effects of yoga on cognitive 

impairment in cancer survivors post-chemotherapy and/or radiation therapy [60, 61•]. 

Janelsins et al. reported that the four-week YOCAS©® yoga program, which combined 

physical alignment postures, breathing exercise, and meditations using hatha and restorative 

yoga styles (75-min sessions, twice a week), significantly improved memory by 19% among 

yoga participants compared to only a 5% improvement in memory among standard 

survivorship care participants [61•]. Derry et al. reported no changes in cognitive complaints 

immediately post-yoga intervention (hatha yoga; 90-min sessions; twice weekly; 12 weeks); 

however, three months later, yoga participants reported 23% less cognitive complaints [60]. 

These data suggest that yoga may be effective for treating cognitive impairment among 

cancer patients and survivors. Specifically, gentle hatha and restorative yoga, performed in 

75- to 90-min sessions, at a low to moderate intensity, twice per week over a period of 4 to 

12 weeks may be efficacious for treating cognitive impairment in cancer patients and 

survivors.

Yoga for Treating Psychological Distress

The majority of patients with cancer experience psychological distress, characterized by 

depression, anxiety mood disorders, and other psychological impairments [62]. We 

identified 18 clinical trials that studied the effect of yoga on psychological distress [21, 26, 

41, 43, 45, 49, 54–56, 63–71]. One study recruited patients with non-metastatic colorectal 

cancer [69] and one study recruited patients with lymphoma [26]; however, the majority of 

the studies targeted patients with breast cancer [21, 41, 43, 45, 49, 54–56, 63–68, 70, 71]. In 

addition, patients in 11 clinical trials were undergoing chemotherapy and/or radiation 

therapy while completing the yoga intervention [43, 45, 56, 64–71] and participants in two 

studies included both patients with ongoing cancer treatments and survivors [21, 26]. 

Patients in the remaining five clinical trials were survivors who had completed surgery, 

chemotherapy, and radiation therapy before enrolling in the study [41, 49, 54, 55, 63]. A 

diverse set of yoga styles were tested in these clinical trials, including Iyengar, hatha, 

restorative, and Tibetan, and included poses, breathing, and meditation. Fourteen studies 

delivered the yoga interventions using a group format [21, 26, 41, 43, 45, 49, 54, 56, 63, 67–

71], two studies used home-based yoga program [64, 66], and two studies included both 

group and home-based formats [55, 65]. The duration of each yoga session ranged from 60 

to 90 min. The intensity of yoga ranged from low to moderate. Yoga sessions were held one 

to seven times per week with yoga intervention length ranging from 3 to 12 weeks. Short-

term positive effects of yoga on anxiety, depression, and other psychological distress were 

seen in 12 studies [21, 41, 45, 56, 64–71] and two studies [41, 64] also showed long-term 

positive effects on psychological distress. Six trials found no significant group differences on 

psychological distress [26, 43, 49, 54, 55, 63]. Taken together, these studies suggest that 

hatha-based yoga, performed in 60- to 90-min sessions, at a low to moderate intensity, one to 

seven times per week over a period of 3 to 12 weeks may be efficacious for treating 

psychological distress in cancer patients and survivors.
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Yoga for Treating Musculoskeletal Symptoms

Only one study examined the efficacy of yoga for improving musculoskeletal symptoms in 

cancer survivors [72]. Peppone et al. found that after 4 weeks of YOCAS©® yoga, which 

combined gentle hatha and restorative yoga in two 75-min sessions per week, breast cancer 

survivors on aromatase inhibitor therapy reported significant reductions in musculoskeletal 

pain, muscle aches, and total physical discomfort compared to the standard cancer 

survivorship care group [72]. These data suggest that gentle hatha and restorative yoga, 

performed in 75-min sessions at a low to moderate intensity twice per week over a period of 

4 weeks may be efficacious for treating musculoskeletal symptoms in cancer survivors.

Potential Biological Mechanisms

Our research group developed an integrated behavioral and biological systems theoretical 

model for conceptualizing and studying the effects of yoga on cancer treatment-related 

toxicities (see Fig. 1). Our theory is that cancer and its treatments directly and negatively 

influence the circadian rhythm, physical function (i.e., cardiopulmonary and muscular), the 

stress response (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis function), and immune function; in 

turn, diminished function in these systems leads to CRF, cognitive impairment, 

psychological distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms. Yoga is capable of positively 

influencing each of these systems and improving circadian rhythm, physical function, the 

stress response, and immune function and, consequently, reducing sleep disruption, CRF, 

cognitive impairment, psychological distress, and musculoskeletal symptoms among cancer 

patients and survivors.

Few clinical trials have been designed to test the effects of the intervention on the plausible 

biological mechanisms by which yoga may improve cancer treatment-related toxicities. 

Several studies showed the influence of yoga on inflammation [50•, 57•, 60, 73, 74] and 

diurnal cortisol rhythms [49, 50•, 67]. For examples, Bower et al. [50•] showed that breast 

cancer survivors who participated in 12 weeks of Iyengar yoga exhibited reduced activity of 

the pro-inflammatory transcription factor nuclear factor kappa B (NF-κB), increased activity 

of the anti-inflammatory glucocorticoid receptor, and reduced activity of the cAMP response 

element-binding (CREB) protein family transcription factors. Tumor necrosis factor (TNF) 

activity was either decreased [57•, 74] or remained stable [50•] in the yoga group while its 

level was increased in the control group. Derry et al. [60] reported that 3 months after a 12-

week hatha yoga intervention, breast cancer survivors had lower interleukin-6 (IL-6), IL-1β, 

TNF-α, CRF, and cognitive complaints than those in the standard care group. Kiecolt-Glaser 

et al. [57•] also showed that 12 weeks of hatha yoga help reduced plasma IL-6 and IL-1β in 

breast cancer survivors and the reduction of these inflammation markers was associated with 

reduced CRF. However, Long Parma et al. [73] found no changes in inflammatory markers 

among breast cancer survivors who participated in a 6-month yoga program. Banasik et al. 

[49] showed that breast cancer survivors had lower morning and early evening salivary 

cortisol levels and improved emotional well-being and fatigue scores after 8 weeks of yoga 

practice compared to those in the standard care group. Vadiraja et al. [67] found that 6 weeks 

of yoga practice reduced self-reported anxiety, depression, perceived stress, and morning 

salivary cortisol level in patients with breast cancer undergoing adjuvant radiotherapy. 
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However, Bower et al. [50•] found no change in diurnal cortisol after 12 weeks of Iyengar 

yoga intervention in breast cancer survivors. While the data are promising, understanding of 

the biological mechanisms whereby yoga improves cancer treatment-related toxicities 

remains very limited.

Suggestions for Future Studies

Several areas need to be considered when conducting future clinical studies. First, more 

definitive phase III randomized clinical trials are needed. Yoga needs to be tested in a wider 

variety of populations to increase generalizability. For example, studies need to enroll more 

men, more minorities, more individuals with low socioeconomic status, more patients with 

advanced cancer, more patients with different types of cancer, and more older patients. 

Studies need to increase accrual, retention, and completion. Trials need to test a wider 

variety of delivery modes, such as online, DVD, home-based, and self-directed. Studies need 

to design and use appropriate behavioral placebo controls for comparison, as well as known 

efficacious treatments for comparison to yoga. Lastly and most importantly, a variety of 

yoga interventions in terms of the type, duration, intensity, frequency, length of intervention, 

and length of follow-up make it impossible to standardize the appropriate prescription and 

dose for yoga to provide the most benefits in managing cancer treatment-related toxicities. 

Many of the published studies also did not provide details regarding the actual format and 

components of the yoga interventions; this makes repeatability and standardization for 

dissemination difficult. Details on participant attendance, compliance, and attrition, as well 

as adverse events, need to be followed up to study how feasible of the yoga intervention to 

cancer populations.

Clinical Recommendations

While yoga is increasingly popular throughout the world at gyms, via self-directed books 

and DVDs, and at cancer center and community programs marketed toward cancer patients 

(e.g., “Gentle Yoga for Cancer Patients,” “Yoga for Breast Cancer Patients and Survivors,” 

and “Healing Yoga”), the scientific evidence regarding its efficacy for treating sleep 

disruption, CRF, cognitive impairment, psychological distress, and musculoskeletal 

symptoms is in nascent stages. Most yoga programs in cancer centers and in communities 

are not professionally regulated with respect to instructor qualifications and licensure. There 

is no supervision or accountability for adhering to best practices, standard of care, or 

evidence-based guidelines for administering yoga interventions. This lack of supervision and 

accountability results in significant variability as to what is offered to cancer patients in 

communities across the USA. For example, some yoga programs focus on very gentle, low-

intensity, meditative practices (e.g., restorative, integral, Svaroopa), while others focus on 

moderate to vigorous practices (e.g., power, Ashtanga), or a combination of both (e.g., hatha, 

Iyengar, Kundalini) [75]. Some programs modify the yoga environment by using heat (e.g., 

Bikram) or props such as blankets, blocks, and bolsters (e.g., Iyengar) [75], resulting in 

classes that vary widely in structure and overall format.

The limited number of studies examining the safety and effectiveness of only limited styles 

and types of yoga for improving toxicities among cancer patients and survivors, lack of 
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regulation, and wide variability of yoga formats enhances the chance that cancer patients and 

survivors may spend a sizeable amount of time, energy, and money participating in yoga 

programs that may not be safe and effective or meet their specific needs. For example, yoga 

in a room heated to over 100° may be contraindicated for some patients, and vigorous yoga 

may exacerbate, rather than alleviate, toxicities. Oncology practitioners who want to 

prescribe yoga to their patients are encouraged to consider this information when referring 

their patients to yoga programs.

Despite limitations, these studies collectively support the benefits of yoga: (1) cancer 

patients can safely participate in yoga while receiving chemotherapy and radiation therapy; 

(2) cancer survivors can safely participate in yoga after completing surgery, chemotherapy, 

and radiation therapy; (3) a variety of yoga interventions for cancer patients and survivors 

are feasible in cancer centers and community-based yoga studios; (4) cancer patients and 

survivors participating in yoga programs enjoy them and find them useful; and (5) 

participation in low- to moderate-intensity yoga that incorporates gentle hatha, restorative, 

and Iyengar postures, breathing, and meditation exercises ranging from one to three 

sessions/week for 45–120 min per session over a period of 1 to 12 weeks may lead to 

improvements in sleep disruption, CRF, cognitive impairment, psychosocial distress, and 

musculoskeletal symptoms.

Oncology practitioners can provide important information to help cancer patients and 

survivors understand how they can safely begin or continue a yoga program during and after 

treatments [76]. Patients and survivors need to be informed by their medical providers about 

potential contraindications (e.g., orthopedic, cardiopulmonary, and oncologic) that might 

affect their yoga safety and tolerance [77]. Contraindications do not necessarily mean that 

cancer patients and survivors cannot participate in yoga at all; contraindications mean that 

specified modifications must be made so that the individual can safely and effectively 

participate in yoga. Referral resources can help cancer patients and survivors connect with 

qualified yoga instructors in their community, including those who have special training and 

experience working with cancer patients and survivors. If yoga instructors who have special 

training to work with cancer patients and survivors are not available, another option is to 

find and work with yoga instructors who are trained to work with other chronic medical 

conditions. Cancer patients and survivors will benefit from knowing what styles and types of 

yoga that have been tested and shown to be effective for treating specific cancer treatment-

related toxicities.

Conclusions

Yoga may improve sleep disruption and lower CRF, reduce cognitive impairment, decrease 

psychological distress, and decrease musculoskeletal symptoms among cancer patients and 

survivors during and after cancer treatments. Clinicians should consider prescribing yoga for 

their patients suffering with these toxicities by referring them to yoga professionals who are 

qualified to work with cancer patients and survivors. While these data are promising, more 

definitive phase III clinical trials are needed to confirm these findings. Additionally, more 

research is needed to investigate other types, doses, and delivery modes of yoga for treating 

cancer-related toxicities in patients and survivors.
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Fig. 1. 
The theoretical model of behavioral and biological systems affected by yoga intervention on 

cancer treatment-related toxicities
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