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The Short-Term Effects of Yoga and Meditation on 
Cognitive Performance 
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Past research has suggested that yoga reduces stress levels, and accordingly reducing stress increases cognitive 
performance.  This study attempted to determine whether short-term yoga practice is associated with higher 
cognitive performance in college students. A short yoga video combined with instructional breathing techniques 
were administered to a group of undergraduate students prior to administration of a cognitive task. The 
participants involved in the yoga intervention did not perform significantly differently than the participants without 
the yoga intervention on the cognitive task.  These results may indicate that a short yoga session does not 
influence students’ cognitive performance.  However, several methodological problems could have contributed to 
the lack of results, suggesting a need for further research on the topic. 
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Stress is a common characteristic for a typical college 
student.  Academic stress can result from many different 
imperative stressors, such as final grades, term papers, 
examinations, and excessive homework (Kohn & Frazer, 
1986).  Stress has also exhibited a negative correlation with 
cognitive performance, thus negatively impacting academic 
performance (Evans, Allen, Tafalla, & O’Meara, 1996). 
Therefore, students would benefit from the identification of 
techniques that reduce stress and thereby potentially enhance 
cognitive performance. 

Evans, Allen, Tafalla, & O’Meara (1996), examined 
the effects of multiple stressors on cognitive performance.  The 
participants were college students who were randomly assigned 
to either watch a relaxing video or prepare and give a speech in 
front of a one-way mirror while being videotaped, which 
presumably increased the students’ stress levels.  Upon 
completion of the tasks, the participants were given an 
arithmetic test with a twenty-minute time limit. The results of 
the study concluded that the performance on the arithmetic test 
was negatively correlated with the amount of stress students 
experienced.  

Yoga is a technique that might be effective in reducing 
stress experienced by college students in certain performance 
situations. Research supports the claims that yoga can 
significantly  improve  physical  and  mental  wellness  (Monk- 
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Turner & Turner, 2010).  A number of other studies 
demonstrate yoga’s positive effects on stress reduction.  For 
example, a study by West, Otte, Geher, Johnson, and Mohr 
(2004) compared the effects of yoga and African dance on 
perceived levels of stress and emotion.  The research was 
conducted on undergraduate students enrolled in yoga, African 
dance, and a biology course, using the biology course as the 
control group.  Self-report questionnaires, measuring perceived 
stress, were given before and after class periodically 
throughout the semester. The difference in pre and posttests 
revealed that yoga and African dance had an immediate effect, 
significantly decreasing perceived stress.  This study supports 
the claim that yoga is effective in reducing stress levels.    

Additional studies have also yielded similar results in 
regards to stress reduction. Granath, Ingvarsson, von Thiele, 
and Lundberg (2006) studied the effects of cognitive behavioral 
therapy and yoga.  Participants were recruited from a large 
Swedish company and were randomly assigned into either the 
cognitive behavioral therapy or the yoga program.  Self-rated 
stress and stress behavior questionnaires were administered 
before and after each session in the ten-week program.  The 
questionnaires measured five aspects of stress, including 
perceived stress, anger, exhaustion, behaviors associated with 
stress, and quality of life.  Physiological measures of stress, 
such as heart rate, blood pressure, and salivary cortisol levels 
were also obtained before and after each session.  The results 
indicated that there was no significant difference between the 
two interventions; however the pretests and posttests for both 
interventions showed a constant significant decrease in stress 
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levels before and after each session throughout the ten-week 
program. 

Smith, Shelley, Dalen, Wiggins, Tooley, and Bernard 
(2008) also compared the effects of yoga to those of cognitive 
therapy by allowing participants to choose to partake in an 
eight-week session either in cognitive behavioral therapy or the 
mindfulness-based stress reduction sessions (MBSR).  MBSR 
included a combination of yoga, meditation, group discussion, 
and other various mindfulness tasks. Pretest and posttest 
questionnaires measured the stress levels of participants.  Both 
therapies resulted in significant reductions of stress; however, 
MBSR was found to be more effective than cognitive 
behavioral therapy in reducing stress. 

As these studies demonstrate, yoga has been found to 
be successful at lowering levels of stress.  Since the experiment 
by Evans et al. (1996) suggests that stress leads to poor 
cognitive performance, it is important to recognize possible 
ways to relieve college students of stress. Research suggests 
that yoga could be an effective coping mechanism amongst 
college students to decrease stress and consequently may 
improve academic performance. Little research has been done 
on the short-term effects of yoga on cognitive performance.  
Therefore, we have designed a study examining how the 
practice of yoga for a short period of time will affect immediate 
performance on a cognitive task.  

In this study, a ten-minute yoga video combined with 
instructional breathing techniques were administered to a group 
of undergraduate students prior to administration of a cognitive 
task. We hypothesized that the individuals receiving yoga 
intervention would perform higher on the cognitive measure 
when compared to the control group, due to reduced stress 
levels from practicing yoga.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 Thirty-five participants, 28 female, six male, and one 
other participant who chose not to report his or her gender, 
were involved in the study.  The participants were a 
convenience sample of students from the University of 
Minnesota who were enrolled in an introductory research 
methods class. The ages of the participants ranged from 19 to 
53 years (M = 22.46, SD = 5.93). Racially, 80% of the 
participants identified themselves as Caucasian, 11.4% were 
Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.8% American Indian, and 5.7% 
responded as Other.  The participants received course credit for 
participating in the study. 
 
Materials 

Two meditation videos were used in the experimental 
group.  First was a breathing techniques video retrieved from 
YouTube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QiHmvzFdzT4). 
The purpose of the video was to teach the participants correct 
breathing techniques for use in the yoga session of the 
experiment.  The other video used was a ten-minute 

instructional yoga video retrieved from YouTube 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-T9tjgZaJM).  

We used a word scramble that we created to test for 
cognitive performance (see Appendix A).  The word scramble 
included 20 words with the letters scrambled from their 
original state. A hint relating to the scrambled word was also 
given.  An example from the puzzle is “LARNPODT” paired 
with the hint, “city”.  The correct answer for the pairing would 
be Portland. Cognitive performance was measured in regards to 
how many of the words were unscrambled correctly within a 
two-minute time limit.  
 
Procedure 
 Participants were first given a written informed 
consent form.  The students from one classroom were assigned 
as the experimental group, and the other as the control group.   

After obtaining informed consent, the word scramble 
puzzle was passed out to participants in the control group.  The 
puzzles were passed out face down and the participants were 
instructed when to turn over the paper and start the puzzle.  A 
time limit of two minutes was given for completion of the 
puzzle, although this information was not relayed to the 
participants in order to eliminate extra stress. After two 
minutes elapsed, participants handed in their puzzles to the 
researchers.  No debriefing was given to the participants.   

For the experimental group, following the informed 
consent procedure, participants were instructed that they would 
be participating in a yoga session. First, the participants were 
shown the breathing technique video described earlier.  Next, 
the yoga video was played to the class, while the participants 
followed along and practiced a short session of yoga.  After the 
completion of yoga, the participants were instructed to sit back 
in their seats while the word scramble puzzle was passed out to 
them in the same way as described for the control group above.  
The debriefing came in the form of answering any questions the 
participants had regarding the study. 
 

RESULTS 
 

To score the cognitive test, we calculated the number 
of correct responses from each participant.  The puzzles were 
scored between the values of 0 and 20, with one point given for 
each correct answer. We then conducted a two-tailed 
independent-groups t-test to test whether cognitive performance 
differed between the two groups.  Analyses showed that the 
yoga group (M = 11.2, SD = 4.45) and the control group (M 
= 10.94, SD = 3.73) did not differ significantly on cognitive 
performance, t(33) = -2.02, p = 0.841. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that participants receiving the yoga intervention 
would perform higher on the cognitive measure due to reduced 
stress  levels  from  practicing yoga.  Our  results  indicate that 
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yoga did not increase students’ cognitive performance on a 
simple task.  These findings are inconsistent with past research, 
such as the study by Evans et al. (1996) that found that 
performance on an arithmetic test was negatively correlated 
with the amount of stress students experienced.  Our hypothesis 
came from combining the results from Evans et al. (1996) with 
the findings from studies, such as Granath et al. (2006), which 
supports the claim that yoga decreases perceived stress. 
Therefore, we predicted that yoga would result in higher 
cognitive performance.  With our results indicating no 
significant difference between groups, we are not able to 
support this claim.  

Several methodological problems within our study 
could have contributed to the lack of significant results.  In the 
studies by West et al. (2004), and Granath et al. (2006), the 
yoga interventions were held in relaxing rooms with a qualified 
yoga instructor. Participants were also able to use yoga mats 
during the yoga session.  Our experiment lacked these three 
major components due to a shortage of time and lack of funds.  
Our yoga intervention took place in a classroom without yoga 
mats and used a video in place of a live instructor.  We did not 
manipulate the classroom in any way to increase relaxation 
(e.g., dim the lights). Furthermore, the participants in our 
study were also unaware of the yoga session taking place that 
day. Many participants were not adequately dressed for yoga, 
limiting their involvement during the yoga session.  These 
limitations possibly contributed to the lack of a significant 
difference between groups. 

Additionally, our word-unscramble puzzle may not 
have been an effective measure of cognitive ability.  In the 
experiment by Granath et al. (2006), the cognitive measure was 
a simple arithmetic test.  It is possible that yoga helps non-
verbal ability but does not affect performance specifically on 
verbal tasks, as represented by our results.  Our experiment 
resulted in a broad range of scores (4-20), indicating that 
students’ ability to unscramble words varied widely.  The 
ability to unscramble words could possibly be attributed to the 
diversity in learning styles or a difference in cognitive 
processes among participants. In other words, our cognitive 
measure may have lacked construct validity, inaccurately 
measuring our dependent variable and therefore affecting our 
results.  

Methodological issues could have also contributed to 
our non-significant results.  Our experiment had a design flaw 
by not inducing stress before administering the cognitive task. 
This could have been done by informing students of the two-
minute time limit. We decided not to add stress before the 
cognitive task in order to utilize the direct effects of the yoga’s 
stress reduction. We believed that added stress directly after the 
yoga session could have subsequently counteracted any stress 
reduction from the yoga. However, inducing stress, ideally 
prior to the experimental group performing yoga, should be 
part of future studies in order to create a similar level of stress 
amongst each participant. This will also create a level of stress 
that should be alleviated by the yoga session.  

While more research is needed to determine if an 
effect exists, it is also possible that the non-significant results 
are an accurate representation of the true situation. Currently, 
research in this field is very limited; therefore, more research 
on the topic will need to be conducted to determine if there is 
an effect between yoga and cognitive performance. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
Instructions:  Unscramble these words. 

 
Scrambled Word Answer Hint 

ZRAEB  Animal 
MEALP  Tree 
EFEFOC  Drink 

LETB  Accessory 
EHAPC  Fruit 

ATWREES  Clothing 
UWSBYA  Transportation 

NASIP  Country 
EEDSRRS  Furniture 
PTALPO  Electronic device 

LARNPODT  City 
TPLIU  Flower 
TVOES  Appliance 
NITSNE  Sport 

CICOLBOR  Vegetable 
RYAGN  Mood 
MEANI  State 

NGSILHE  Major 
CNAOBR  Element 
NOIVLI  Instrument 
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