yoga for health

hot are the heslth benedits of yoga? In
W answor 1o this, their most frequently asked

quostion, the International Association of
Yoga Thorapists (LAYT): trawled through dozens of
studies, papers end arlicles and drew up o
comprehensive list of more than 60 physiclogical,
psychological snd biochemical benedits. Those range
from reduced blood pressure 1o the regulation of the
endocrine, gastrointestinal and excretory functions,
normalisation of weight, improved sleep, decreased
anwicty and depression, better hand-oye coardination,
improved memary and learning efficiency, incressed
white blood call coumt, decreased LDL (bed)
cholesterol, and o general antistress and antioxidant
effect, which is important in the prevention of
degenerative disesses.

Yoga helps us whon we are well by optimising the
functioning of all the body's systems. When we are ill it
can help manage symptoms such as fatigue, pen and
low mood. & can even play a role in revorsing disasso.
Dr Dean Ornish was the first to provide scentific proof
that lifestyle changes including yoga and a low-fat diet
could reverse heart dscase, o5 well as lengthen
tolomeres (the ends of chromesomes that control
sgeng) and slow, stop or reverse the progrossicn of
early-slage prostate cancer’

Yoga offers very simple tools to tacklo stress, which
can cause and worsen a whale host of health
condiions. Among yoga's many therapeutic benefits
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ting well and staying
well. What's its secret?
r and yoga teacher

are s offocts on the mind, Bo Forbes, a clinical
psychologist and yoga practitioner, is one teacher
successiully using yogs programmes 1o holp treat
anwety and deprossion

But how is yoga such a powerful tool? Hare,
Dr Timathy McCall MD, author of Yoga as Medicine:
The Yogic Prescription for Mealth and Healing and
medical editor of Yoga Journal shares his insights.

AS SOMEONE WHO HAS BEEN A DOCTOR EOR
olmost 30 years, | can tell you that yoga is the most
powerful overall system for promoting health and
welbeing | have ever seen. Why? Bocause we are
working on immune function, the nervous system, the
cardiovascula system, we are strengthening the
muscles, improving flexibilty, improving wellbeing,
pulling you in touch with your deeper purpose - what
are you on the planet to do? Nothing in medicine deals
with things like weollboing, peacefulness, a sense of
purpose and fuliment - yet these are the things that
matler most to us and have o huge impact on our health,
Yoga has a different view from Westorn medicine as
to what constitutes health, and this may be parthy why it
is 30 effective, In medicine we take peoplo who sre
symptomatic and try to make them less sympicmatic.
However, in yoga the sbsence of symptoms doesnt
equate to health, Health extends for beyond not having
a headache, knee pain or aven curing cancer, It is about
optimising the function of every system in your body



When you bring 8 body into balance and improve
posture and breathing, a lot of symptoms from back
pain to insomaes will almost spontenecusly get bettec

How does it work?

Yoga is a holistic practice that taps into dorens of
systems that may have additive or even multiplicative
effocts. Stretching and lengthening the muscles calms
the mind and can improve the breathing Calming and
strengthening the nervous system a¥ects the mind.
Cultivating poeace of mind affects the nervous system,
the immune system and the cardiovescular system,

Whether s asano. prancyama, philoscphy or
medRation, yoga is 8 broed tool for tackling stress,
which is a factor in some of the beggest health problems
of our time. A lot of disoose has o stress cloment to it -
nct just the things you might expect such as migraines,
insomeea of irritable bowel syndrome, but slso major
diseases such as type 2 dabetos, depression, heart
attacks and strokes, as well as autoimenune discases
such as MS and rheumatoid artheilis,

Something as simple as changing your posture can
improve your breathing, which has all kinds of beneficial
stress-reducing offects. But by and large, physicians
know nothing about this. Doctors think about breathing
only a3 o way of bringing more oxygen in to the body,
nol as a way of aflocting your mentsl hoalth or the state
of your nervous systom,

And yet wo know a3 yogis that whon we bresthe
differently # changes our nervous systes and cur
anely levels, it afects our slaep, our mocd, how well
we intaract with other people. Yoga takes into account
a wab of causation that is much more complex than the
lmited number of factors that most doctors consider,

Why is the breath so important?
It is perhaps the most important tool in yogs practice.
The ancient yogis discovered that the breath, which is
normally sutomatic, has profound effects on the
narvous system if conscicusly controlled, with the
potentisl oither to increase activation or promote
relaxation, degending on the practice.

The bresth is our doorway into the whole autonomic

nervous system (ANS) - the automatic functions (such
o3 controlling heart rate, blood pressurs, organ function
and 0 on) that the body does by itsel, Of all those
automatic functions. the only one that almast
overybody can take over voluntarily is the breath
When you change the bresth, you change the ANS. In
foct. some of the smazing feats that the ancient yog's
developod, such as being able to 2/t naked sutside =
freezing temperatures, speeding or slowing down the
heort or reducing their breathing 1o slmost nathing, sre
due to the sbility to control their nervous system

Wheon you deepen snd smooth out the bresth, you ae
sendng your ANS 2 signal of rest and relaxation instead
of tension and potentially afacting all the interns
organs, the blood, digestion, reproduction and 10 on
Slowing down the broath and making it more regulss -
with no major bumps or hiccups - beging 1o lessen
feelings of stress within seconds, Yogic lore tesches
that controlling the fluctuations of the breath helos
calm the fluctuations of the mind.

All you need is yoga?

As preventative medicine, yoga is 85 close to one-stop
shopping as you can find. While yoga by itselfl doesnt
cure too much, there's almost nothing # can't help, Is
¥Og9 going to cure your cancer? No, but # might sllow
you to hawve more energy and fewer side-effects from
treatment. The yogic approach does not say avoid oll
conventional medicine or don't ever take o drug or
never have an operstion. Instead we say that those
are more tools,

In general, yoga helps us use fower drigs and have
fewor oparations. If you have type 1 disbetes we are
not going to say, ‘Don't take your insulin, just do yoga' -
that would be crazy. Use the drug, and complement it
with yoga; or, the way Hook st it, start with yogs and
complament it with conventional medicine.

Yoga is strong medicne but it's slow medicine. If you
want quick resulls or to feel better right away, you may
necd to consider convantional medics! approaches. If
you can be more patient, yoga can help you feel s httle
b better right away, but the real deep effects come
from continued practice over 8 long period.

everyone - Sfs 3103



How can it be used to heal?

voga wasn't onginally invented 1o improve health or
fac/itate recovery from serious liness but as a spiritual
oath, to which diseose was soon as an obstacle.
However, there is a growing body of scientific evidence
suggesting that yoga has serious therapeutic value.
Studies have shown that it can benefit a wide variety
of conditions from insomnia to attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), multiple sclerosis,
cheonic pan, heart disease, depressson and anuely,
rheumatoid artheitis, HIV/AIDS, alcoholism and drug
withdrawal, to name but 3 fow. Whon we use yogs
therapeutically, we are not just addressing whatever
physical problem the person is coming to us with, but
also thair overall situation, their stress levels, ther
posture, their breathing and, in as many ways as
possible, are aming to move them in a good direction,

Orne study 've been particularly impressed with
is 3 two-year pilot into yoga's eflectiveness for
osteoporosis, published in 2009 by Loren Fishman MD,
medical director of Manhattan Physical Medicine and
Rehabiltation in New York.* He hod people doing just
ten minutes a day of asana and found dramatic
improvements in bone minoral density. As improssive
as that is, from a yogic perspective #'s just the
begnning, Yes, in yoga we are increasing bone mineral
densy but we are also making you loss lkely to fall and
broak a bone by improving your balance and by making
you mare mindful. And if you are about to fall, your core
strangth around your spine helps you right yourself,
Then there's the fact that by learning to speead your
toes and your metatarsal bones you actually widen
your foot slightly, gving you o broader base for greoter
stability. When you have a wider foot, you are less likely
10 fall over; you are more stable. Yoga can also reduce
the production of cortisol, the body’s main stress
normone, which directly interferes with caleium
deposition in the bone.

While health studies into yoga usually focus on one
or & few speciic effects - because that's the way we
tend to measure success in medicine - they rarely tell
the whole story, bocouse there is often o raft of other
cenetits that may not be examined. So, locking back at
e cstecporosis study, we learned that the patients’
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bone mineral dersily improved but in oll likelthood
they also shept better and were happier as a result of
their practice.

Is all yoga good for healing?
N's important to differentiate between yoga and yoga
tharapy. Take back pain, for example. There are now
five randomised controlled studies that have found
yoga to be effective (there are no randomised
controlled studies that have shown that most back
surgorios are offective). However, if you go to a ganeral
yoa class, it can make your back pain worse, or better,
depending on how it's being taught and the nature of
your back problem. If your back poin is caused by
hyperextending (overarching) your lumbar (lower)
spine and you go to a backbending clsss and are not
careful, you are going to walk out of class in worse pain.
The average teacher in 3 health club sn't likely to
know enough to teach therapeutic yoga well, especially
not in a group setting, A yoga therapist, on the othor
hand, personalises the approach to what the individual
needs. Yoga therapy is generally taught one-on-cne or
in small groups, often with the aid of props. With any
injury or medical condition, unless it's minor, think
carefully about going to a class, especially if you are not
very experienced. Someone else is dictating the speed
and the poses, which may not be what you need at that
moment, Talk to the teacher, tell them your peoblem
and ask them whether this is something they could
manage in class. Err on the side of safety and listen to
your body. If you start 1o feel a sharp pain, come out of
the pose right away. Your body is giving you feedback.
Unfortunately, in our achievement criented culture,
many people feel bke they need to push through. Bt in
yoga it's ‘pain, no gain'.

What's the pose for...?

A lot of people ask me, What's the pose for sinus
preblems or "What pose do | do if | have rhaumatoid
arthritis? and the answer is sbways, t depends’ - on the
context of your whole life. How strong are you? How
mwch time do you have to devote to yoge? What
limitations do you have as a result of old injuries? What
drugs are you taking? If you have a drug that makes you
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Yoga makes you want to do what's good
for you. How?
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yoga for men

If 30 million people in the world

do yoga, why is it mostly women
who make up the numbers?
Victoria Woodhall asks Jeff Phenix,
‘What's holding men back?
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MYTH 2: It's not a proper workout
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movement” and Tunclional fitness are creepngin,
ushering out the 1980s six-pack aesthetic and bulky,
overtroined muscles. The ‘ovolutionary’ or ‘primal’
approach takes the body through all the movements &
was designed to do.

Yoga has known thes sl along - we need to access »
full range of motion to stay hoalthy and strong and to
use all muscles m balence

MYTH 3: I'm not bendy enough

Flexibisty it not a requiremant for yoga but it comes
with practice. Everyone works non.competitively 8t
thet own 'A'i}ét:

"Yoga is extremaly beneficial for men, because &
addresses our typacal problem areas - tight shoulders,
keps. hamstrings and quads plus legs that are weak
refative 1o upper body strength, and a weok core,’ says
Jofl Al of these can contribube to low back pain, which
men also frequently report. In time your body will
balance cut. The muscles are then better able to
support one ancther, spreading the work more evenly
ang Oﬁ‘(l(f‘ll" ‘Onas Uh,’sblcﬂ lovel, yoge 15 about
balancing strength with flexibisty.

r the meantime there are ways out of evory tight
¢ with simple adjustments, props and an attitude

a5 is sometimes morg’

Getting out of a tight spo
by Jeff Phenix

Tight shoulders: & bulky upper body can make
common poses such as downward facing dog tricky
Tightness in the bicops means it may be hard for you to
straighten the arms, reducing stability in the shoulders.
A bulky upper body might also make binding i & twist
more tricky.

Try this: In downward facing dog (a), take the hands
slightly wider apart with index ingers pointing straight
ahead. In bound twist (b), use a strap to bridge the gap
betwean the hands

Tight hamstrings: If the backs of your legs sre tight,
trying to touch your toes when bending forward or to
siraighten the logs in dowrward facing dog may
overwork the back, causing it to hunch (see forward
bending instructions in the practice section, page 134)
Try this: In soated forward bends (¢), use a belt to
bridge the gap betwaan your hands and feet or (d) sit
on blocks to help elevate the hips and lengthen the
spine. In standing forward bends, place your hands on
blocks. Make sure you bend at the lvps, not the lower
back. In downward facing dog (e), keep the back
stroght but bend the knees,

Tight hips: if your knees are higher than your khips
whan you sit cross-legged. it means that the thighs and
hips are too tight to allow the knees to lower, These
muscles are essily shortened if you spend & lot of time
sitting on a chair or driving or downg sports. Your pelvis
may also tilt backwards, causing you 1o slump, putting
strain on your back

Try this: Sit on the edge of a block (f) - or a ple of
blocks - ko raise your seat higher. Your knoes should
lower and you should feel your spine growing taller

Tight quads (thighsk These can restrct your
backbends and meke postures such as pigeon and
haro pose (g). challenging,

Try this: Use extra support under your buttocks to
bring the floor to you
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MYTH 4: It will make me less competitive

Will 2l that yoga blunt your edges and ambition? The
growng number of Fgures in big business who use yoga
to help them stay st the top of thew game sugpests that
this can't be true. The improved mental clarity, focus
and abilty to manage stress gained through yoga are

tant skills o w

d swampod by emails, twoets
and texts, and defined by economic uncertanty. In

yoga. 8 natural competitiveness can also be turmed

IYWards as a moans o

coming better in yoursalt

Early adopters inciude Guy Hands, multi-mellionare

chairman of private equity company lerra Hirme, who

does yoga before work.? Bl Gross, Amerca’s bo

king, says he has some of his most inspired ideas while

standing on his head and that after practice a light
o

turns on and I'm on to something’.* Russell Simmons,
y

multimibonaire founder of Def Jam Records and Phat

~armciothing, s 8 lor

time Jivamukli yoga dev

and has written a book Super Rich based on yogic

principles

Yoga can even look good on your CV. One head of
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Five-and-a-half reasons for men to do yoga:

1. Improved physical and
mental performance

Yoga trans of muscle groups to
work Logether, sharing the lad.
This means that some are less
ety to become tired or injured
through overwork, and Lo
become weak or even switch off
through underuse.

Whatever physical actraty
you do n daily ie, from speet to
pushing your child on a swing,
you wil do more effectively,
Improved concentration and
fscus help with mentel
performance and decision-
making off the mat too.

2. Staying youthful

Yoge puts the body through s
il range of motion, twisting,
reaching, stretching, moving
from sitting on the floor to
standing, As we get older we
can retain that range of
movement in the face of the
natural shrinking of the muscles
over time. Yoga increoses
energy and regular praclice
oftan results in making healthier
chcices over diot, handling
stress. and getting enough sleep
- & things that make us look
#d feel young, Yogis terd Lo be
more Sexible, stronger, more
erergetic, thinner and more
youthiyl thon people who don't
2o voga.” says Dr Timothy

MeCall®

3. Dealing better with
stress

Yoga helps us relax. Breathing
more slowly and deeply
oxygenates the blood and calms
the mind, grounding us inthe
face of stress. Certain types of
yoga. such as restorotive yoga,
focus particulardy on activating
the parasympathetic nervous
system (our relaxation
response) taking us oul of ‘fight
or fight’ mode and reducing
stress hormones,

4. Better concentration
and focus

Yogs and meditation develop
mental clarity, traming the abilty

' & X I\! Whatever

to connect with what's going on
in the present moment and to
screen out distractons.

5. Relieving back pain
Several studies show that yoga
<an be effectve for back pain
a common complaint for men.
"IV's where medicine does the
poorest pb and yoga does the
best,” says Dr Timothy McCall”

5'%:. Getting a better
beach body

You know you care - just a little
ba. Yoga trains long, lean,
balanced muscles that look
great in swimming trunks
What's not to lke?

physical
activity you do
in daily life,
from sport to
pushing your
childona
swing, you will
do more
effectively
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