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The psychobiological effects of yoga/meditation in a prison 

population 

 

Results: 
 
Yoga and meditation have been shown to be effective in alleviating symptoms of depression and 

anxiety in healthy volunteers and psychiatric populations. Recent work has also indicated that 

yoga can improve cognitive-behavioural performance and control. Although there have been no 

controlled studies of the effects of yoga in a prison population, we reasoned that yoga could have 

beneficial effects in a setting where psychosocial functioning is often low, and the frequency of 

impulsive behaviours is high. 

Participants were recruited from 7 British prisons, and randomly allocated to either a 10-week 

yoga programme (yoga group; 1 class per week; N=45) or a control group (N=55). Self-report 

measures of mood, stress, and psychological distress were collected before and after the 

intervention period. Participants completed a cognitive-behavioural task (Go/No-Go) at the end 

of the study, which assessed behavioural response inhibition and sustained attention. 

Participants in the yoga group showed increased self-reported positive affect, and reduced stress 

and psychological distress, compared to participants in the control group. Participants who 

completed the yoga course also showed better performance in the cognitive-behavioural task, 

making significantly fewer errors of omission in Go trials and fewer errors of commission on 

No-Go trials, compared to control participants. 

Yoga may be effective in improving subjective wellbeing, mental health, and executive 

functioning within prison populations. This is an important consideration given the consistently 

high rates of psychological morbidity in this group and the need for effective and economical 

intervention programmes. 
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