American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine

EDu

IN LIFESTY

Jul e Aug 2018

Sarah Smith, MBBS, and Beth Frates, MD

A Physician’s Guide to
Recommending Yoga

Abstract: The popularity of yoga in
the United States and across the globe
has been steadily increasing over the
past several decades. The interest in
yoga as a therapeutic lifestyle tool

has also grown within the medical
community during this time. However,
the wide range of styles available

to the public can make it difficult

Jor patients and physicians alike to
choose the one that will offer the most
benefit. This guide was created to
assist physicians in making informed
recommendations for patients
Dpracticing yoga in the community.
When the most suitable style is
selected, yoga can be an extremely
useful lifestyle tool for patients seeking
to improve fitness and develop a
mindfulness-based practice.
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ur own experiences and
education can help inform our
patients and our practices.

When T was introduced to yoga, I had
been running between 35 and 70 miles a
week for the previous 6 years. My body
ached constantly, and I was often stiff
and sore. I had very little flexibility—I
certainly could not bend over and touch
my toes from standing. So when I began
my yoga practice, it was uncomfortable

to say the least. I was quite surprised,
then, how quickly my body began to
evolve when [ was practicing a few
times a week. I saw better range of
motion in my hips and shoulders, less
stiffness, and less stress. Without trying, I
lost nearly 15 pounds over the
subsequent year, which I believe resulted
from the mindfulness I developed from
my practice and how I applied this
toward eating. My interest in yoga
continued to grow, and eventually,
underwent training to become an
instructor. After 7 years, I can confidently

to translate my instructions into action. I
believe the benefits of yoga for health
professionals are immense—it not only
has the potential to improve the health
of the provider but of the provider’s
patients as well through education and
recommendations. Many health
professionals express an interest in
practicing yoga or learning more about it
but are discouraged by the multitude of
subtypes and lack of time. This guide is
developed as an introduction to help
practitioners understand some of the
most popular styles of yoga.

! Many health professionals express
an interest in practicing yoga or
learning more about it but are
discouraged by the multitude of
subtypes and lack of time. i

say that teaching has also shaped me as
a health professional. Watching people
move in my classes has shown me how
injuries and illnesses can limit a person’s
movement patterns and ultimately the
ability to function. Yoga also improved
my communication skills by giving me
feedback in real time about whether I
was explaining well enough for people

Introduction

An estimated 36.7 million Americans
practiced yoga in 2016, a number that
has grown 50% since 2012." Interest in
yoga has also grown within the health
care community; a search for the term
yoga on PubMed yields more than 4000
results. With growth in both popularity
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Figure 1.
Algorithm for recommending yoga.

American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine

Severe

atient/Student——— Disability or
Specific
Needs
Healthy or

| less severe
disabilities
Seeking '
primarily Heal Special
mindfulness, ) paet’a»e::?; Populations
relaxation Seeking slow seeking Yoga
but active vigorous
practice with actice for
) , _modifications prexercise
Seeking purposes
s“""&m practice with +
practcewt  ofocis |
physical nlm FAN Seeking Vinyasa
sensations m m gentle but Yoga
l . :  teachers "“m”m.'“
specifically teachers may
_ trained in be less
Restorative | modifciations educated In
:
lyengar +
Yoga Hatha
Yoga

and research to support the practice of
yoga, it is important for physicians to be
able to advise their patients
appropriately. With well over a dozen
styles of yoga, however, it can be difficult
to decipher what is best for each
individual patient. Some styles are quite
rigorous, even acrobatic, whereas others
are performed seated in a chair. The
following is a brief guide to assist in
making informed recommendations for
patients practicing yoga in the
community. Please note that this guide is
by no means comprehensive, nor does it
cover dogmatic principles or traditions of
each style; rather, it discusses only some
of the most commonly practiced styles of
yoga from a functional perspective and
options for patients with varying levels
of physical abilities (Figure 1).

Gentle Yoga

For students who are seeking a yoga
practice that is more focused on

mindfulness and less focused on
movement, a restorative or yin class may
be most appropriate. Both restorative
yoga and yin yoga are gentle styles of
yoga that are suitable for a very wide
range of students of various ages and
levels of ability. These classes move
slowly. In a 90-minute class, students
may practice as few as 7 to 10 postures.
Restorative yoga has been shown to
decrease chronic low back pain in
service members.* Another study
suggests that yoga has a beneficial effect
on depression in African American breast
cancer survivors.” Restorative yoga is
focused on the students’ comfort and
relaxation. Students are fully supported
by yoga props (blocks, straps, blankets,
bolsters, etc) in each posture to avoid
discomfort, and the intention is to
experience minimal physical sensation.
Yin yoga, on the other hand, does not
always use props and can be quite
challenging. Though both styles are
passive, discomfort is sometimes

welcomed in a yin yoga practice, and
students tend to experience more intense
physical sensations from being in the
postures. A yin yoga practice has been
correlated to decreased levels of stress
and worry, as well as increased
mindfulness.’

Active but
Accessible Styles

For students seeking an active practice
where they can expect to build strength
and flexibility, but may also need to
modify postures because of injury or
disability, an accessible style such as
Iyengar or Hatha may be suitable. B. K.
S. Tyengar brought his style of yoga to
the West in the 1970s, developed from
Ashtanga yoga principles but evolving to
meet the specific accessibility and
therapeutic needs of various individuals.
Certified Tyengar yoga instructors must
undergo years of training in order to
become qualified. Tyengar students begin
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by learning the primary postures, most of
which are standing postures, and later
advance to bends, twists, and inversions.
Iyengar prides itself on being a style of
yoga that is accessible to people of all
shapes, sizes, ages, and abilities. This
style of yoga is well known for its
extensive use of props (ie, chairs, straps,
blankets) to assist students into postures.
Instructors are trained to modify nearly
any posture to meet the needs of the
individual student. Tyengar yoga has
been studied in several populations,
including the elderly,” those with chronic
low back pain,6 breast cancer survivors,’
those with cardiac conditions,” and more.
Hatha yoga, under which most forms of
Western yoga can be classified, is
another potentially suitable style for
students seeking an active yet
moderately accessible practice. This style
of yoga is perhaps the most well studied,
and research to date has suggested
several possible benefits, including an
increase in executive function,” mental
health," and physical fitness." Hatha
simply refers to the practice of physical
yoga postures, so technically Power
yoga, vinyasa, Ashtanga, and Iyengar are
all Hatha yoga. However, in reality, most
yoga classes described as “Hatha” are
characterized by gentle, basic postures
and are not vigorous or sweaty. Most
yoga studios have class descriptions,
which can verify whether this is the case
for their particular “hatha” classes. In
general, hatha is excellent for beginners
who wish to work on alignment,
strength, and flexibility. Although these
classes tend to be slower paced and
gentler than other styles, students do
need to be relatively healthy and
able-bodied to participate. Additionally,
whereas teachers of this style will be
able to recommend modifications for
many postures, they may not be trained
to work with students with disabilities.

Vigorous Styles

Vinyasa yoga is the most popular style
of yoga in the world today, but it
encompasses many different traditions.
The reality is that “vinyasa” classes can

be very different depending on the
individual studio offering the class. There
are many subtypes of yoga that fall
under the umbrella of vinyasa, two of
which are described below. In general,
vinyasa is a vigorous style of yoga, and it
has been demonstrated to meet criteria
for moderate-intensity physical activity."
These styles require students to have a
general level of health and fitness, and
students should seek advice from their
physician if they are unsure of their
suitability to practice. Because there is a
“flowing” component that requires
moving up and down frequently, these
styles will increase heart rate and
respiratory rate. Postures in these styles
can range from beginner friendly to very
advanced. These are the styles that may
offer acrobatic postures (ie, handstands)
and those that require high levels
flexibility (ie, the splits, backbends).
Patients should be encouraged to
practice these styles at their level of
ability and to keep in mind that some of
these postures may result in injury if
performed incorrectly. As with most
styles of exercise, those who practice
avidly may experience repetitive strain
injuries. In yoga, these injuries often
occur to the shoulders and wrists, but
students may have other musculoskeletal
complaints as well.”

Often described as the origin of
vinyasa, traditional Ashtanga yoga is
taught “Mysore style,” where students
practice at their own pace and learn
posture by posture as a teacher moves
around the room giving individual
assistance. There are several increasingly
advanced “series” of Ashtanga, the high
levels of which take years to achieve and
are only performed by the most
advanced practitioners. Ashtanga is an
athletic style of yoga, many postures of
which are taken and practiced in other
vinyasa style classes such as Power yoga.
Power yoga tends to draw athletes and
other students looking for a demanding
practice. It is physically challenging and
specifically designed to build strength
and endurance. It is often practiced in a
heated room (approximately 90°F) and
thus is not suitable for students who are
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sensitive to changes in temperature.
Power yoga should not be confused with
other styles of hot yoga, such as Bikram
yoga, which is a nonvinyasa style
featuring 26 static postures practiced in a
105°F room.

Special Populations Yoga

There exist several programs and
classes for specific populations. Although
these classes are most commonly found
in hospitals and rehabilitation facilities,
they can be found in the community as
well. Teachers instructing these classes
have undergone additional training to
meet the needs of the specific group
they are working with. Examples of these
special populations include the
following: traumatic brain injury patients,
multiple sclerosis patients, stroke
patients, amputees, cancer patients,
spinal cord injury patients, and more.
There also exist general “adaptive” or
“accessible” yoga classes, which are
suitable for persons with a broad range
of disabilities. There are many
organizations that can be found online
and offer guides, trainings, and teacher
lists for specific populations wishing to
start a yoga practice.

Conclusion

There are many styles of yoga, the
physical practice of which can vary
enormously. Restorative and yin yoga are
gentle styles, with very little movement
and a focus on relaxation. Iyengar and
hatha are examples of active (but often
still accessible) styles of yoga, which may
be suitable for students requiring
modifications. Vinyasa yoga is a rigorous
and athletic style of yoga best for healthy
students seeking a physically demanding
practice.
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