“As advances in medicine help us to live longer, we now face the challenge of how to maintain our vitality, often while also dealing with various chronic conditions. Increasingly, yoga is being recognized as a way to improve and maintain one’s mental and physical health when practiced in a safe and appropriate way. In Relax into Yoga for Seniors , Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff provide the program all seniors need to integrate yoga into their lives and improve their health and well-being.”
—Adam Perlman, MD, executive director at Duke Integrative Medicine, and associate vice president at Duke Health and Wellness
“Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff are two of the most trusted, and trustworthy, voices in the field of therapeutic yoga. Relax into Yoga for Seniors is a perfect introductory guide not just to yoga, but to a philosophy of embracing the changes that come with age. This book and the practices described will help you find the strength, energy, and ease to engage with life fully.”
—Kelly McGonigal, PhD , health psychologist at Stanford University, and author of Yoga for Pain Relief
“Relax into Yoga for Seniors is a well-researched and thoughtful book that leverages the authors’ many years of practice experience as well as their work and close ties with the world of integrative medicine. It provides older adults with a practical, effective compendium of yoga practices that they can readily adopt. Whether they are well or experiencing distressing chronic conditions, Relax into Yoga for Seniors ’ practices can enhance their quality of life.”
—John W. Graham, PhD , senior investigator at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Gillings School of Global Public Health
“Relax into Yoga for Seniors brings together Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff’s experience in teaching their Integrative Yoga for Seniors Professional Training at Duke Integrative Medicine. It describes a step-by-step approach to yoga for healthy aging and how to relax into yoga. This is a masterpiece book, which should be an essential resource for seniors, health care professionals, and yoga practitioners, who will find themselves coming back to the text time and time again for deeper study and practice.
—Dilip Sarkar, MD, FACS, CAP , associate professor of surgery (retired) at Eastern Virginia Medical School; fellow at the American Association of Integrative Medicine (AAIM) and American College of Surgeons (ACS); president of the International Association of Yoga Therapists (IAYT); and chairman of board at Life in Yoga Institute
“Carson and Krucoff have skillfully taken the complex, confusing world of yoga and made it practical for anyone, not just seniors. The ‘magic’ is that in simplifying from their many years of practice with seniors, they have solved how to make yoga safe and effective for the full spectrum of abilities in this diverse population. Relax into Yoga for Seniors needs to be embossed onto every prescription pad printed!”
—Matthew J. Taylor, PT, PhD , yoga safety expert and past president of the International Association of Yoga Therapists www.smartsafeyoga.com
“In this inspiring and accessible book, Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff offer you peaceful ways to prioritize your positivity and wellness. Relax and enjoy!”
—Barbara L. Fredrickson, PhD , Kenan Distinguished Professor of psychology and neuroscience at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and author of Positivity and Love 2.0
“Yoga, as a mind-body practice or a way of life, is transformative and leads to improved health, wellness, and connection to self and others. A daily yoga practice is especially important to foster healthy aging. Relax into Yoga for Seniors is a wonderful guide to help people start practicing yoga at any age.”
—Lorenzo Cohen, PhD , professor and director of the Integrative Medicine Program at The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, and coeditor of Principles and Practice of Yoga in Health Care
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“Asana must have the dual qualities of alertness and relaxation.”
—Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras , translated by T. K. V. Desikachar
With great love and respect, we dedicate this work to our elders. Thank you for teaching us about the depth and mystery of aging and the resiliency of spirit.
I Would Rather Make Wine of Life
I have died a thousand times
clinging to life.
Breath stops
and muscles go rigid
trying to freeze frame it,
do it over again,
reshape it,
perfect it,
be better.
I am done wrestling the life out of my experience.
I would rather make wine of life.
Each experience juicy and unique,
ripe, picked, squeezed, savored.
Not about perfection,
for it is the mixture of all these flavors
that makes wine sweet,
an elixir to be shared with friends
as we sit around smiling,
saying “That was a good year.”
“Aged well.”
—Rebecca Folsom, from Your Life Is a Masterpiece
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It takes a long time to become young.
—Pablo Picasso
“A seventy-eight-year-old man walks into a yoga class” may sound like the opening line of a joke, but with Relax into Yoga for Seniors , Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff propel us from contemporary stereotypes of aging onto an extraordinary bridge between modern Western culture and ancient Eastern mind-body-spirit traditions. This novel bridge literally opens a transformative gateway to those of us who continuously redefine “seniors” as “everyone else at least ten years older than me.”
For almost a decade, Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff have matured a unique approach, teaching Western yoga instructors the adaptation of yoga practice through their “Therapeutic Yoga for Seniors” programs at Duke Integrative Medicine/Duke University Medical Center. Now the authors offer their combined practical skills and vision directly to those of us older folk whose breathing, mobility, strength, flexibility, balance, joy, and overall peace of mind may feel impinged upon by our aging, by pain, or simply by the effort to avoid feeling lost in the midst of an ever-accelerating Western civilization.
Factually, as the authors point out, seniors are the most rapidly growing sector of the Western population. As most of us will come to experience, Western culture spends far more time considering what to do with the elderly—costs of health care, high-tech tools to further extend life, specialized facilities to manage their care—than it spends considering elders as sources of wisdom or lynchpins for family and community. And even in our “eighty is the new fifty” era, neither our culture nor our medical sciences have a ready understanding of what an optimal approach to extended life spans actually entails.
Also factually, the progression of age through senior years brings with it an excruciating Western medical calculus. Just by virtue of age, seniors are more likely to develop infirmities of the body—high blood pressure, heart trouble, stroke and neurologic disorders, arthritis, bone fractures, and kidney and lung disease, just to name a few. And, just by virtue of age, seniors are more likely to both develop complications from their disorders and suffer complications from the pills and surgeries used to treat those disorders.
Spiritually, not surprisingly, Western seniors thus commonly experience aging in daily life as an ineluctable path of progressive debility, powerlessness, and isolation—a lived experience palpably connoting “the end of days.” Immersed in such daily experience, this sense of the fading of the flesh is often managed with the mind’s most reductionist dark-humor baseball bats, such as “aging is not for wimps,” or “aging stinks, but it beats the alternative.”
But aging does not have to be this way, and Relax into Yoga for Seniors provides a comfortable and accessible guide to transforming our senior years into a very different physical, mental, and spiritual life experience.
Kimberly and Carol reach out to seniors beginning with the most familiar and comfortable crossroad of East and West: the breath. They invite seniors to begin wherever we are in the moment—whether in pain, recovering from a procedure, feeling stiff as a board, or feeling pretty good and wanting to stay that way or better. The authors guide us to approach aging not as an evolving disability but as an enriched and natural time for a new beginning. This deep resource uniquely empowers us to pursue a personal practice of healing and growth.
Perhaps most important, they reach out to us with an antidote to Western aging’s social and personal isolation: reconnecting us within; turning the mind to heal the body; turning the body to heal the mind; turning the practice of yoga, centered around the very breaths that we draw, into a process of revitalizing the Spirit. And through revitalizing mind, body, and Spirit, yoga practice promotes a reconnection to the world around us, recovering the world as a place where beauty, joy, and the wisdom of elders not only coexist but actively complement one another.
The authors also recognize another unique dimension of the reality for Western seniors interested in yoga: physical safety. Unlike Eastern seniors, for whom yoga asanas (postures) or tai chi forms may be practiced from childhood into life’s later stages, Western seniors interested in yoga for the very first time warrant more personalized approaches to beginning a safe, steady, and joyful practice. Kimberly and Carol thus emphasize awareness of the body, including some fundamental knowledge about how the body changes with age relevant to initiating a yoga practice in later stages of life.
These important safety principles are fully contextualized in the vision of the real fruits of relaxing into yoga: gently advancing breathing capacity, strength, mobility, balance, and awareness itself, from wherever we begin today toward a more vital, fluent, connected, and empowered presence in both our inner and outer worlds. This gentle book provides a bridge between East and West, an ancient path adapted particularly to transform “the end of days” into the blossoming of a new stage of life and living in the modern Western world. Why would a seventy-eight-year-old man walk into a yoga class…indeed. Read on.
—MITCHELL W. KRUCOFF, MD, FACC, FAHA, FSCAI
Professor, Medicine/Cardiology
Duke University Medical Center/Duke Clinical Research Institute
The Evolution of Therapeutic Yoga for Seniors
Every individual brings a unique constellation of physical, emotional, and spiritual needs and abilities to the yoga practice—a truth that was highlighted as we began teaching yoga in medical settings nearly two decades ago.
A typical class at Duke University’s Health and Fitness Center, for example, might include a twenty-year-old soccer player, a seventy-year-old heart attack survivor, a thirty-five-year-old with chronic back pain, a sixty-year-old with advanced cancer, and a forty-five-year-old competitive swimmer. As a hospital-based wellness center, the facility attracted older adults with heart conditions and other ailments who felt safer in this environment than in a typical gym. But it also drew fit underclassmen and professors, plus athletes of all ages. Beginners stood next to experienced practitioners, fit folks alongside deconditioned ones, grandmothers by college students.
Facing this array of diversity was a humbling and deeply educational experience, and creating a yoga class that met the needs of this varied group was ultimately extremely rewarding. It forced us to dig deep into the heart of the teachings and to let go of preconceived and commonly held notions of what a yoga practice entails so that we could open up to the joyful creativity and vast potential inherent in the experience of yoga. It also led us to realize that we were navigating uncharted territory. While yoga is an ancient wisdom tradition, the modern yoga class is a relatively new phenomenon. Back when the yogic practices evolved, there weren’t large communities of people ages sixty and up. And ancient yoga teachers didn’t have students with artificial joints or implanted defibrillators, or who were taking numerous prescription medications.
This experience led us to search for further training so that we could learn how to best ensure the safety of our more vulnerable students. But we could find no programs that would help us understand the various health problems our more mature students faced and teach us the movement considerations that are essential to making the posture practices both safe and effective. Nor could we find educational opportunities that would help us better understand the existential concerns that often become highlighted later in life.
In 2007, we began our partnership with faculty from the Duke University Health System by launching our first professional training, “Teaching Yoga to Seniors.” This weekend workshop was held at Duke Integrative Medicine, which had just opened its doors as a state-of-the-art facility providing patient-centered health care that integrates conventional medicine with evidence-based complementary practices such as mindfulness, acupuncture, massage, and yoga. We hoped other yoga teachers would be interested in this three-day workshop featuring talks by Duke medical experts along with interactive sessions on how to adapt the yogic practices to comply with any contraindications and concerns raised by our Duke colleagues. The workshop quickly filled and was extremely successful—but clearly it was too short.
The following year we experimented with a five-day program, then in 2009 we settled on an eight-day version called “Therapeutic Yoga for Seniors” that featured presentations from internationally recognized physicians, physical therapists, and health psychologists geared to providing yoga teachers with the essential fundamentals to work safely and effectively with older adults.
In addition to what we refer to as the “Master Program” at Duke, we also offer some abridged programs held at the Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health, in Massachusetts, as well as at several other locations. We launched a website, Yoga4Seniors.com , with a mission to advance the art and science of adapting the yoga practice to older bodies, minds, and spirits. More than seven hundred yoga teachers from around the world have attended our trainings, and it is our experience that—as pioneers charting this new territory—we are all teaching each other as well as teaching our students.
Relax into Yoga for Seniors is a collaborative effort, and we each bring special talents to the program we have built. We have traveled very different paths to arrive at this place together. Here are our stories.
When I was a small girl, my grandmother was the adult with whom I felt best. She was a most generous and funny soul, and I always felt loved and fully seen by her sweet gaze. Her commitment to and love for me was unwavering, and this experience instilled in me a deep wish to support our elders.
In my early twenties I stumbled into a 6:00 a.m. yoga class held at the only wellness center in town. Trying to relate to so many parts of myself in new and engaging ways was beyond intriguing. It wasn’t long before I experienced what might be called an awakening, or moment of clarity, in which a fundamental but previously unrecognized aspect of myself—a steady and ever-present observer, right at my core—made itself known to me. It was almost as if the yoga practice had woken me up to a powerful part of myself that I had always taken for granted and simply overlooked. From that point on, I immersed myself in the teachings and practices of the yoga tradition, which have helped me cultivate emotional intelligence and relate differently to my inner processes.
While working toward my master’s degree in public health, I had a surprising and profound deepening into the yoga tradition through the meeting of my future husband, Jim Carson. Before returning to graduate school in his forties, Jim had lived for twenty-two years as a swami (a monk in the yoga tradition) and had taught the philosophy and practices of yoga around the world. As we fell in love and began weaving our lives together, our home became an ongoing immersion in the teachings and practices of yoga.
After earning my master’s, I taught yoga classes and mindfulness-based stress reduction at the Duke Health and Fitness Center for more than a decade. Through teaching these classes of mostly older adults, my students became some of my greatest teachers. They helped me better understand their strengths and limitations, as well as what aspects of the yoga practice were most valuable to them. Rather than pursuing accelerated levels of fitness or achieving contortionist postures, functional health was very important: students wanted to enjoy their families, participate in their communities, and find ease in their bodies. In service of optimal function, students reported that the ability to relax, to be steady in the moment, and to deepen their awareness of themselves were also compelling aspects of the practice.
After completing his doctorate in clinical health psychology from the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill, Jim completed his postdoctoral fellowship in psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Duke, where we collaborated on research evaluating the effects of loving-kindness meditation on chronic low-back pain. While we were there, we became involved with an extraordinary group of clinicians who embarked on a path that explored how to scientifically study the efficacy of the yoga and mindfulness practices, especially for people struggling with medical challenges.
Much of this research is based on the premise that healing can take many forms: more ease, more acceptance, more joy, more forgiveness. It also may result in better physical function and emotional resiliency, even in the face of challenging circumstances. Our research trials have demonstrated that the gentle movements, conscious relaxation, and cultivation of present-moment awareness can reduce the difficult symptoms of pain, fatigue, and emotional distress that occur with many medical conditions.
This experience has reinforced for me not only the utility of these practices for the alleviation of suffering but also the importance of remembering that often the simplest awareness tools can be the most profound. Twenty years of teaching people to pause, notice, and breathe has shown me over and over again that these gestures are often the most powerful yoga practices of all. The power of these gestures has also been invaluable in raising our boy/girl twins. Often what they need most from us as parents is our commitment to pause, breathe, and notice the beauty and vision that they bring to the world. Ultimately, yoga illuminates our relationships—relationship to self, relationships to others—and provides us the ability to clearly see the potential and fullness of life.
Working at the Washington Post in the 1970s and 1980s was a journalist’s dream. I was in my twenties and spent long hours in the newsroom, where our legendary editor, Ben Bradlee, encouraged a competitive atmosphere that he called “creative tension.” While I adored my job, the stress of vying for plum assignments and hammering out stories on deadline led me to develop chronic neck pain. Searching for relief, I turned to yoga.
My weekly yoga class became an oasis of calm in my life, and I loved the exploration of new positions—like handstand—that literally turned my world upside down. Over time I began to realize that yoga offered much more than stress relief and flexibility. Yoga is a journey of self-discovery, and I found that the lessons I learned tackling challenging postures on the yoga mat helped me navigate more skillfully through challenging situations at work and at home.
In 1988 my family and I moved from Washington, D.C., to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where my husband, Mitchell Krucoff, joined the cardiology faculty of Duke University Medical Center. One of the first things I did was find a yoga class. By then I had two small children and worked as a freelance writer. When my kids took up karate, I studied martial arts with them—earning my black belt at age forty-two—all the while continuing to take a weekly yoga class.
In 1998 I enrolled in a two-year yoga teacher-training program because I wanted to deepen my yoga practice. To earn our certificates, we were required to complete twelve weeks of community service, and I volunteered teaching yoga in a gerontology rehabilitation program at the Durham Veterans Administration Medical Center. Although I’d been teaching yoga for a year by that time, I found myself very uneasy facing a roomful of elderly male veterans—and a few women—with a wide array of health issues.
Uncertain about what would be appropriate to teach them, I observed their calisthenics class and found that many of their floor exercises were similar to yoga poses. I started there, teaching these familiar positions while adding the breath and the yogic approach of balancing effort with surrender. The group loved the class, and I found it an incredibly rewarding experience. I became known as “The Yoga Lady,” and instead of stopping after twelve weeks I continued volunteering for five years.
When Duke Integrative Medicine opened its doors in 2006, I began teaching yoga classes and offering individual yoga sessions in this extraordinary facility. The administrators were open to proposals for programs utilizing this unique environment, and Kimberly and I approached them with our idea of creating a professional training for yoga teachers. In the fall of 2007, we launched “Therapeutic Yoga for Seniors.”
As my body has changed with age, I have come to value the well-known saying “We teach what we need to learn.” Several health crises have given me a personal understanding of yoga’s healing power. Drinking too much water during a marathon in Jamaica in 2003 landed me in a four-day coma from low blood sodium (hyponatremia) and gave me a new appreciation for the deeper practices of yoga. Waking up in Duke’s neurointensive care unit with no idea how I’d gotten there was a surreal experience. While I couldn’t do any yoga postures, I could do breathing practices, meditation, and relaxation, which I found profoundly healing. In 2008, I had open-heart surgery to replace a congenitally abnormal heart valve. Again, my yoga practice was essential in recovering completely to full and vibrant health.
One of yoga’s greatest teachings is that everything changes—except the undying spirit—and throughout my forty years of yoga practice I have been learning to embrace this change. This is not always easy, especially when the change involves illness and loss. Yoga has given me the tools to face whatever arises with equanimity, to be grateful for the gift of breath, and to cherish each day. Distilled to its essence, yoga is love.
While we have traveled different paths on our journey toward our Relax into Yoga approach, we share a common understanding and respect for medical science alongside our deep personal practice of yoga. This has shaped our approach as an integrative program, in line with the emerging arena of integrative medicine . Sometimes confused with “alternative medicine”—which refers to approaches used instead of Western medical care—“integrative medicine” combines mainstream Western medical therapies with complementary therapies for which there is high-quality evidence of safety and effectiveness. It is also a patient-centered approach to care that considers all factors that influence health and wellness—including the physical body, thoughts and emotions, spirituality, nutrition, relationships, and lifestyle.
Similarly, yoga is based on the recognition that all aspects of our being are interconnected, as well as the understanding that the experiences of our bodies, our minds, and our hearts are not separate. In many ways, yoga is ideally suited for those chapters of life when we face issues of aging, illness, and mortality. A central tenet of the practice is this understanding: I am not the physical form I experience today. I am not my thoughts. I am not my feelings. These come and go. I am the awareness that doesn’t change .
Impermanence is a reality of life, and it is an inherent part of the human journey to grow older. Despite misconceptions that yoga is about perfecting a difficult posture or attaining a certain temporary state of profound calm, the practice is more about developing the relationship with all parts of yourself—including the simplest most essential you : presence itself. When the practice begins to cultivate our ability to simply be , pain, grief, and loss can be welcomed with a deeper sense of acceptance and equanimity. In turn, this acceptance and equanimity invite us to relax into life.
YOGA FOR HEALTHY AGING
“For the unlearned, old age is winter; for the learned, it is the season of the harvest.”
—Hasidic saying
If You Can Breathe, You Can Relax into Yoga
“I’d love to try yoga, but…”
In almost two decades of teaching yoga in medical settings, we’ve heard this wistful phrase from countless people who have mistakenly assumed that yoga isn’t for them.
“I’m not flexible enough,” they shrug sadly. Or they concede, “I can’t sit on the floor,” or “I’m too old, too heavy, too stiff.”
We’re quick to assure them that yoga is not just for twentysomethings in spandex. Despite the common misconception that you must be able to twist yourself into a pretzel or stand on your head, there’s only one thing you need to do to practice yoga and reap its many benefits. You don’t have to touch your toes, sit cross-legged, or even get out of bed.
The only thing you need to be able to do to practice yoga is breathe.
And the potential rewards are vast. This ancient discipline has long been recognized as a path to inner peace and as an excellent way to boost strength, balance, and flexibility. Modern research indicates that yoga offers a host of physiological and psychological benefits, including reducing heart rate and blood pressure, relieving anxiety and depression, and easing back pain.1 While yoga research is in its infancy, numerous studies are examining its therapeutic effects on a broad array of ailments, including heart failure, arthritis, chronic pain, cancer, and Parkinson’s disease.2 Evidence suggests that yoga not only improves health-related quality of life but also enhances walking and balance, muscle strength, cardiovascular health, and sleep,3 and it may even improve lung function.4
Yoga is a comprehensive system for transformation that offers freedom from suffering.
But not all yoga classes are alike, and it’s unfortunately common to find people who say that the supposedly healing practice of yoga caused them pain. As teachers specializing in yoga for potentially vulnerable populations, we often hear stories about people having a negative experience in a yoga class—frequently because the class was too difficult for the participant or taught by an inexperienced or poorly trained instructor. Yoga’s booming popularity has resulted in a broad array of offerings, including hybrids such as yoga on an exercise ball, as well as classes taught by instructors whose training consists of a weekend yoga workshop. Even yoga instructors who are adequately trained to teach able, fit students typically have a limited understanding of the important safety considerations that Western medicine recognizes as vital when working with “mature” bodies and people with health issues.
Having the extraordinary opportunity to teach yoga at one of the country’s leading academic medical centers has helped us recognize the critical need to integrate evidence-based guidelines from modern medical science with the profound wisdom of the ancient yogic tradition. During the past decade we have worked with top medical experts in varied fields—including pain management, cardiology, physical therapy, oncology, pulmonary rehabilitation, exercise physiology, and geriatrics—to develop a safe and effective yoga practice for older adults and people with medical conditions.
We call our approach “Relax into Yoga” because our work with people at midlife and beyond has highlighted the essential need to develop awareness, ease, and a compassionate relationship with the body. In a culture committed to doing, striving, and pushing, Relax into Yoga cultivates the critical counterbalance of undoing, of slowing down, of savoring the moment and knowing more fully what life is presenting right now .
Too often, people are hypercritical of themselves or even at war with their own bodies—saying they “hate” parts of themselves that carry excess weight, feel a little creaky, or experience pain. They might struggle and complain about a “bad” knee or “bum” back, an attitude that can create excess tension and exacerbate pain.
We emphasize learning to treat yourself with kindness, let go of judgment, and to love yourself as you are. Slowing down and paying attention—not only to the physical body but also to emotional and mental reactions—helps calm the nervous system while cultivating strength and flexibility. Making peace with your body—even those places that are “challenged”—can relieve the suffering caused by resistance to the experience you are already having. And rather than working toward complex postures that might be eye-catching on a magazine cover, we focus on poses designed to help people function better in daily life activities, such as walking along a narrow street, carrying groceries, and getting into and out of a car.
Our Relax into Yoga program cultivates the critical counterbalance of undoing, of slowing down, of savoring the moment and knowing more fully what life is presenting right now .
We’ve had the privilege of teaching yoga to countless older adults—ranging from competitive athletes to couch potatoes—as well as those facing serious illness such as cancer, heart failure, and lung disease. Many of our students tell us that yoga has made a profound difference in their health, relieving pain, boosting mood, and enhancing sleep. We hear numerous examples of how yoga has improved their quality of life, from being able to get down on the floor to play with grandchildren, to restoring the ability to play tennis or golf, to being better able to manage stressful events. And we’ve seen some dramatic effects of the practice, including students who’ve been able to cut back or eliminate medications, rely less on the use of a cane, and learn to breathe—rather than scream—through a pain crisis.
While we originally targeted our Relax into Yoga classes for seniors, we’ve found that many younger people are also drawn to this approach to practice. Typically these are students facing health issues—such as PTSD, obesity, and chronic pain—who are worried about getting injured or feeling uncomfortable in a “regular” yoga class. It has become clear that our mindful, gentle approach—with a specific focus on safety and effectiveness—can appeal to anyone of any age.
In our wired, worried society, where more than one in five American adults takes at least one mental heath medication,5 learning to take an easy breath, to quiet your body and mind, and to connect with your innermost self can be a lifesaving skill. We invite you to relax into yoga—a breath-by-breath, step-by-step path to wholeness.
We are in the midst of one of the greatest sociological shifts in history: global aging. Sometimes called the “Silver Tsunami” or the “Age Wave,” this phenomenon of increased longevity among unprecedented numbers of people promises to dramatically transform our world. Seniors ages sixty-five and older comprise the fastest-growing sector of the U.S. population.6 This group is expected to more than double (from 8 percent of Americans to 20 percent) to more than eighty million by the year 2050.7 And there will be a huge jump in the “oldest old”—nearly 5 percent of Americans will be eighty-five and older in 2050, compared to just over 1 percent in 1994.8, 9
Like many people looking to boost their health, fitness, and peace of mind, older adults are increasingly drawn to yoga. Yoga is one of the most commonly used complementary health approaches in the nation, with participation nearly doubling from 5.1 percent of adults in 2002 to 9.5 percent in 2012.10 And a growing number of physicians are encouraging their patients to try yoga to relieve problems such as back pain, high blood pressure, and irritable bowel syndrome. Yet finding a yoga class that is appropriate for baby boomers and beyond can be a challenge.
Most yoga books and studios rely on postures geared to younger individuals—some of which pose potentially serious risks for mature bodies. For example, the popular Sun Salutation sequence includes straight-legged forward bends, a movement that can strain the back and that the National Osteoporosis Foundation advises people with compromised bone to avoid, as it increases the risk of vertebral fracture.11 People with osteoarthritis in their knees and/or hips often experience pain in postures that place body weight on an affected joint, such as deep squats or sitting cross-legged. And popular “hot yoga” studios that heat the room to temperatures as high as 104 degrees Fahrenheit may be problematic for people with heart disease, particularly those taking medications that can exaggerate the body’s response to heat.12
Today’s seniors are a very diverse group, including healthy and fit individuals able to run marathons, compete in masters athletic events, and even stand on their heads. However, much more common are those who fit the profile of an average seventy-five-year-old in America: someone who has three chronic conditions and uses five prescription drugs.13 Many of the medications taken for common conditions such as high blood pressure, pain, and depression can increase the risk of falling.14 Among people over sixty-five, falls are the number one cause of fractures, hospital admissions for trauma, loss of independence, and injury deaths.15 That’s why it’s essential to make sure your yoga practice is safe, appropriate, and effective. This includes beginners as well as experienced practitioners who want to adapt their practice to their changing bodies, hearts, and minds.
Yoga offers a host of physiological and psychological benefits, including reducing heart rate and blood pressure, relieving anxiety and depression, and easing back pain.
Along with a growing appreciation of yoga’s therapeutic benefits has come an increased recognition that, like any physical activity, yoga can cause injury. Triggered in part by a controversial 2012 New York Times Magazine cover story, “How Yoga Can Wreck Your Body,” is a burgeoning awareness that the supposedly healing practice of yoga may also cause harm.16 And, somewhat paradoxically, the very people who may have the most to gain from yoga—older adults and people with health challenges—may also have the most to lose.
Sixty Is the New Forty
When we first started teaching yoga at Duke University and the Durham VA Medical Center in the late 1990s, the idea that yoga was not just for youngsters who wanted to stand on their heads but might actually benefit people fifty and up, as well as those with serious illness, was brand new. This budding interest in yoga’s healing potential arose, in part, from a groundbreaking study published in 1990 in one of medicine’s top journals, the Lancet , suggesting that a yogic lifestyle may stop, slow, or even reverse the progression of heart disease.17
This was also a time when medical advances were triggering the new “longevity boom” by helping people recover from ailments that might have killed them just a generation ago. The development of clot-busting drugs, such as tPA, gave physicians a lifesaving tool to combat heart attack and stroke. Today, tens of thousands of Americans survive these events each year and go on to live active, full lives.18 Advances in oncology have made cancer—once a death sentence—now increasingly survivable, with more than 14 million Americans, most of whom are seniors, having experienced the cancer journey.19 Many people who have faced such serious health issues describe the experience as a turning point in their lives, prompting them to embrace healthy physical and emotional changes such as exercising and eating well. As a result, they become stronger and more resilient than ever before.
In fact, thanks largely to progress in medicine, the human life span has almost doubled in the last century . As recently as 1900, the average life expectancy in the United States was 47.20 In 2012, that number jumped to an all-time high of 78.8 years: 81.2 for females and 76.4 for males.21 And in some other countries people live even longer: 87 years for women in Japan and 81.2 years for men in Iceland.22 Throughout the world, more people are living to more advanced ages than ever before—and with a very broad range of functional capacities and needs.
The popular saying “sixty is the new forty” reflects this reality. In our grandparents’ day, life expectancy was about sixty years.23 But today, someone celebrating a sixtieth birthday can expect to live two decades or more, with the potential for making this chapter of life truly the golden years. And as a holistic discipline that touches body, mind, and spirit, yoga can be a profound and transformative practice during this precious time.
Our competitive culture promotes a crazy-busy mentality in which we’re taught to give 110 percent, push ourselves to achieve, and always be “in it to win it.” Many people—including athletes and soldiers—are even encouraged to “sacrifice their bodies” by training themselves to ignore sensations of discomfort and pain.
Yoga offers powerful tools to help offset this disconnected, forceful, frenetic mind-set by inviting us to pause, listen deeply, and be present for whatever is arising—physically, mentally, and spiritually—in each moment. We are reminded to be grateful for the gift of breath and to connect with our deepest, truest selves.
Yet for many people, shifting gears away from the Western striving and pushing mind-set is often extremely challenging. Lifetime habits of body and mind can make it difficult to ease up, relax, and embrace the yogic attitude of finding an appropriate balance between effort and surrender. Most of us are very good at doing but struggle with the very thing we need most: undoing.
That’s why it’s essential to recognize that yoga involves not just what you do but also how you do it. So if you’re showing off for spectators while you perform postures (or watching TV or mentally checking items off your to-do list) the experience is likely to be quite different than if you were practicing these same poses mindfully, with a nonjudgmental attitude of self-discovery, as you tune in to the various dimensions of your inner experience (for example, sensations, thoughts, feelings, energy). Our Relax into Yoga program is designed to help you cultivate a new and/or deeper awareness through yoga postures, breathing, meditation, and principles.
Awareness
Despite the common misconception that yoga is primarily a form of exercise, this ancient discipline is actually a practice of awareness designed to quiet your mind and help you connect with your innermost self. Much more than a workout, yoga is a powerful form of mind-body medicine that approaches health in a holistic manner, honoring the interplay of our physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. At its heart, yoga is a comprehensive system for transformation and freedom from suffering.
Awareness is a central component of yoga and is integral to all aspects of the practice:
Postures. The most well-known part of the yogic toolbox, postures can help strengthen muscles, enhance flexibility, relieve pain, boost balance, and increase your ability to function. The Sanskrit word for posture is asana , which means “seat.” The practice is designed to cultivate the awareness necessary to finding a “comfortable seat” in each pose.
Yoga is a powerful form of mind-body medicine that approaches health in a holistic manner.
Breathing. The yogic term for “breathing practice” is pranayama , which means extension and control of prana , the Sanskrit term for “breath,” “vital energy,” and “life force.” Breathing is the only physiologic function controlled by two different sets of nerves and muscles: voluntary and involuntary. You don’t have to think about breathing; fortunately, your body will breathe automatically. But when you bring awareness to your breathing, it provides a unique doorway into your central nervous system—the control center that revs you up to fight or flee when you perceive danger, and calms you down when the emergency is over. As the link between the conscious and unconscious mind, breathing practice can help change your physiology and emotional state. For example, slowing the breath and making the exhalation longer than the inhalation can help lower the heart rate and invite the relaxation response. Awareness of our breath is an essential tool in helping us recognize and navigate what is happening in our body, heart, and mind.
Meditation. The process of focusing attention and quieting mental chatter, meditation helps harness the mind-body connection and can transform mental and physical agitation into peacefulness. Although some people become convinced of the idea that meditation requires emptying the mind, it actually involves steadying the mind with an object of focus—such as the breath, a sound, a prayer, a candle flame, or virtually anything. Typically, the object of meditation is something positive, appealing, and healing, because whatever happens in the mind affects the entire system. Awareness is at the heart of meditation.
We emphasize learning to treat yourself with kindness, let go of judgment, and to love yourself as you are.
Principles. In the West, the yogic guidelines for ethical and moral conduct are probably the least well-known of yoga’s tools. Part of the Eightfold Path designed to lead to enlightenment that is outlined in The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali , the classic text on yoga, these ten basic guidelines are designed to improve our relationships—with others and with ourselves—which can have a profound impact on our well-being. They are grouped into guidelines for social relationships called yamas (nonviolence, truthfulness, non-stealing, sexual continence, and non-hoarding) and for personal conduct called niyamas (cleanliness, contentment, discipline, self-study, and surrender to something greater than ourselves). We are encouraged to let our posture practice be informed by these attitudes, for example, avoiding the physical violence of forcing our bodies into a painful position or the emotional violence of abusive self-talk. Yoga’s healing power is enhanced when we take these attitudes from our practice into our lives.
The Carson-Krucoff Principles of Practice
In the ancient teachings of yoga, love is considered a central defining virtue of the human experience. To reflect this, we have created specific principles to cultivate a loving approach to every aspect of your practice. This includes how you move into and out of the postures, the quality of your relationship to thoughts and feelings, and your receptivity to energies, sensations, and spirit.
These principles were published in a journal article we wrote with several Duke colleagues that outlines essential considerations involved in teaching yoga to seniors.24 We have adapted them here to be relevant to students of any age or ability level who are interested in our heart-centered mindful approach to the full dimension of the yoga experience—physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. (We’ve also written a teacher’s guide that further expands on the Carson-Krucoff principles for those interested in teaching yoga to older adults. Visit http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 to download it.)
1. “FIRST, DO NO HARM”
This aligns with the yogic principle of ahimsa , or “nonviolence.” It applies to more than just physical violence, as it also relates to emotional harm from unkind words or behaviors. If you’ve ever complained about a “bad” knee or called a part of your body “ugly,” this is a kind of violence against yourself. Learning to love yourself, even those parts that are challenged or less than ideal, is central to yoga practice. Avoid violence in your movements as well as in your thoughts, words, and deeds.
2. CREATE A SAFE ENVIRONMENT
Cultivate this attitude of non-harming by not comparing yourself with anyone else, treating yourself kindly, and not forcing your body into painful positions. Avoid being competitive or judgmental.
A yoga pose should be “stable and comfortable,” according to The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali .25 Challenge yourself in each pose, but avoid strain. Don’t be lazy, but don’t be pushy, either. Find the middle ground between effort and surrender.
4. MEET YOURSELF WHERE YOU ARE
Rather than struggling to perform something you think you should be able to do, start where you are and build from there. If an entire pose is too challenging, try just one piece—for example, an arm or leg movement. Even just visualizing yourself making a movement has value.
5. EMPHASIZE FEELING OVER FORM
Let go of ideas of how a pose should look. Focus instead on how a pose feels. Learn to discriminate between discomfort , which may be an inherent part of the growth process, and pain , which, in general, is to be avoided. Note: If you have chronic pain—meaning that you continually live with some amount of pain—it’s important not to let pain keep you from moving, because inactivity is likely to exacerbate your pain. But be sure you are doing appropriate postures and breathing practices, and avoid movements that increase your level of pain (see “Chronic Pain,” page 42).
6. HONOR THE INNER TEACHER
Yoga recognizes that everyone carries a deep, inner wisdom. Learn to listen to this true teacher within, and remember that you are the authority on how you feel. While it can be wise to seek guidance from experts, consider them partners rather than bosses. Recognize that a good yoga teacher is not a drill sergeant but a guide, helping you explore what works best for you.
In the ancient teachings of yoga, love is considered a central defining virtue of the human experience.
7. ENCOURAGE GRATITUDE AND JOY
Create a mind-set that celebrates what you can do. Rather than fixate on what’s wrong, consider viewing the situation through the lens of what’s right. Cultivate an awareness of your blessings. Approach your practice in a manner similar to a child released onto the playground for recess. Have fun moving your body, and enjoy your breath.
8. EMPHASIZE FLUIDITY
The ancient Chinese text, the Tao Te Ching, teaches that “whoever is soft and yielding is a disciple of life.”26 This is particularly important as the body loses resiliency with age. Avoid jerky, ballistic movements and rigid holdings. Instead, cultivate a fluid quality of movement.
9. USE SKILLFUL LANGUAGE
Our choice of words holds great power in helping us learn not just what to do but also how to do it. We encourage you to use skillful language in your self-talk, so your inner dialogue is kind and compassionate as you move toward your own seat of stability and comfort. Invite and encourage yourself into the practice, rather than direct and demand, to better facilitate your own personal journey within.
10. THE PRACTICE IS ABOUT YOU , NOT ABOUT THE POSE
It’s not uncommon to come to yoga looking for relief from a troublesome problem such as an achy back, heart disease, or arthritis pain. While yoga may help heal these issues, our approach doesn’t focus on the symptom or ailment itself but on the person who is experiencing it. This means that an appropriate yoga practice for one person with back pain may be quite different from the appropriate practice for someone else with a similar problem. Remember that yoga is designed to help you quiet your mind and connect with your true self. Easing physical and emotional distress may be essential to helping you find this union, but it is the experience of union itself that is at the heart of the practice. Ultimately, yoga invites us to take refuge in the simplicity of being, the beauty of presence itself.
Relax into Yoga for Seniors is divided into two parts:
Yoga involves not just what you do, but also how you do it.
Part 1: Yoga for Healthy Aging. Here you’ll find important information about yoga and health. The preface describes how we came to create our Relax into Yoga approach through our own need to make the practice safe and effective for our more vulnerable students. The introduction provides an overview of relevant societal shifts and medical advances, and outlines the basic principles of our approach. Chapter 1 offers detailed information on how our bodies change with age. Just as we notice the effects of aging on the outside—graying hair and wrinkled skin, for example—we also experience inner changes that we don’t see but may feel as stiffness, loss of resilience, or pain. We explore how physical activity is the key to successful aging. Chapter 2 discusses age-related disorders, with specific recommendations for movement considerations essential to people living with these conditions. Feel free to skip around in this chapter and focus on those conditions most relevant to your life. Chapter 3 presents specifics of healthy body mechanics to prevent or relieve common problems such as back and joint pain.
Part 2: Relax into Yoga Practices. These nine chapters will take you on a step-by-step journey to developing your own safe and effective yoga practice. Chapter 4 offers specific, practical guidelines, including how to set up your space and prepare your body and your mind. Chapters 5 through 10 present our six-week program. Each week offers a series of postures plus awareness cues to connect more deeply with your inner experience (thoughts, emotions, breath, sensations, energy) and cultivate a sense of ease. In addition, each week centers around a special focus—including flexibility, back strength, core strength, and balance. Chapter 11 offers additional practices; some are designed to enhance vigor and others to promote relaxation. And chapter 12 provides support for continuing your yoga journey, helping you create your own, personalized practice to suit your goals, interests, and time.
In addition, we have created audio recordings that will guide you through the breathing, postures, and meditations. They are available for free download from our publisher’s website at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643. We encourage you to take advantage of this unique resource, since it can be very helpful to be talked through the poses step-by-step once you have reviewed the illustrations and descriptions. This can give you a more fluid practice, as it can be difficult to refer to the book while practicing. (For instructions on how to access the audio recordings, see “How to Get the Accessories for Your Book,” on page 229.)
Please read part 1, “Yoga for Healthy Aging,” all the way through. In part 2, “Relax into Yoga Practices,” spend a week with each chapter. Give yourself time to experience the postures and build the skills presented, such as balance, back strength, and flexibility. Avoid rushing. Make a commitment to give yourself the full six weeks to fully experience our Relax into Yoga program, and then feel free to establish your own program as you become confident in the practice.
May your yoga practice bring you closer and closer to a rich and intimate relationship with yourself and your precious life. Enjoy!
A note for yoga teachers: You may be reading this book as a yoga instructor interested in teaching yoga to older adults but unfamiliar with how to begin adjusting your instruction to safely and effectively work with this population. We’ve written a guide that will help you do just that: Adapt your teaching for senior students. Visit http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 to access and download our complimentary guide. For instructions on how to do this, see “How to Get the Accessories for Your Book,” on page 229.
Yoga for Every Body
Life’s one constant is change, and our bodies are a prime example of this continuous flux. Our physical form changes dramatically during our life span: from infancy through childhood, adolescence, and into adulthood; as we grow and mature, gain and lose weight, try on different hairstyles and fashions, experience illness and injury, and—hopefully—return to health. Our bodies also change subtly from day to day (and sometimes moment to moment) depending on many variables, including what we eat, how we sleep, and if we’re under stress.
Ideally, yoga practice helps us assess where we are in this changing landscape by bringing awareness to the mind-body connection that allows us to recognize what is true about our physical, mental, and emotional state in any given moment. On the deepest level, yoga also helps unite us with the one unchanging aspect of our experience, which is often referred to as spirit.
The only thing you need to be able to do to practice yoga is breathe.
Acknowledging the reality of impermanence—the recognition that constant change is a fact of human existence—is a central teaching of the yogic tradition. Honoring this truth, that everything changes, leads to the understanding that becoming attached to something—even the need to practice a yoga posture in a specific way—can lead to suffering. This is a central reason why our Relax into Yoga posture practice includes a continuum of choices for each pose, so you can adjust the posture to meet you where you are in each practice session—as your body changes day to day and year to year. Yoga also encourages us to cultivate equanimity in the face of changing circumstances, a practice that builds flexibility not only of the joints and muscles but of attitude and outlook.
Movement as Anti-aging Medicine
In general, as people grow older, the heart and blood vessels become stiffer, systems become slower to react and recover, bones weaken, and muscle mass declines. But while aging is inevitable, infirmity is not. One of the best ways to maintain vitality and slow down age-related decline is to keep moving.
But unfortunately, a common reaction to many of life’s changes—including getting older—is to stop moving. Typically, this creates a vicious cycle: inactivity leads to deconditioning, which makes movement painful, so you move even less, which makes you stiffer and more deconditioned (and often heavier), which makes movement hurt worse (see figure 1.1). In fact, much of the pain and disability attributed to aging—and to age-related ailments like arthritis—is often actually a result of disuse.
Staying active is one of the best ways to achieve optimum physical and mental health,27 and yoga’s emphasis on adapting the practice to your unique needs in this moment makes it an ideal form of movement for older adults and people with health challenges. It’s our belief and experience that every body, regardless of age or physical limitations, can practice yoga and gain significant benefits. Aches, pains, and other health problems are not reasons to avoid yoga. On the contrary, the reality that yoga may help relieve, prevent, and sometimes even eliminate many discomforts can be a strong motivator for doing a regular, appropriate yoga practice. And it’s never too late to start. Particularly for those in midlife and beyond, the movement, mindfulness, and breath awareness central to yoga practice are powerful tools to boost health, enhance well-being, and age well.
Figure 1.1 Vicious cycle of inactivity
“If exercise could be packed into a pill, it would be the single most widely prescribed and beneficial medicine in the nation,” summed up the late gerontologist and Pulitzer Prize–winning author Dr. Robert Butler, who was the first director of the National Institute on Aging.28 This exercise is particularly important with age. “How we live,” Butler wrote in his guide to aging well, The Longevity Prescription , “determines a great deal about the pace at which we age.”29
Movement habits can have a strong effect on the quality of life for people in midlife and beyond. Where and how older adults spend their final years—either vital and living independently or frail in a nursing home—may be greatly influenced by their physical activity habits throughout their lifetime and in their later years. “Current evidence clearly indicates that participation in a regular exercise program is an effective way to reduce and/or prevent a number of the functional declines associated with aging,” according to the American College of Sports Medicine’s statement on exercise and the older adult.30
The benefits of regular, moderate physical activity include everything from boosting health of the heart, lungs, muscles, and bones to managing stress, improving mood, and preventing or delaying many diseases and disabilities.31 Brain health may also get a boost from being active, as emerging research suggests exercise may play a role in reducing risk for Alzheimer’s disease and age-related cognitive decline.32 “The health improvements with physical activity are often greater than many drugs,” notes the UK’s Academy of Medical Royal Colleges in a 2015 report urging physicians to promote the “miracle cure” of exercise. “The effect is seen with small amounts of physical activity: 30 minutes, 5 times a week.”33
In fact, for older adults, increases in physical activity may be as important as quitting smoking for reducing the risk of death.34 But the sad reality is that less than half (49 percent) of all adults meet the public health recommendations for aerobic exercise, and just one in five (20 percent) gets the recommended amount of aerobic and muscle-strengthening activity.35 And among adults sixty-five and older, just 12 percent of men and 9 percent of women get the recommended amount of aerobic and strengthening exercise.36
Yet it doesn’t take much to meet these physical-activity guidelines for adults sixty-five and older:
A common reaction to many of life’s changes—including getting older—is to stop moving. Yet one of the best ways to maintain vitality and slow down age-related decline is to keep moving.
Yoga practice clearly meets many of these guidelines. The government’s Centers for Disease Control and Prevention classifies yoga as a moderate-intensity activity38 and recommends the practice as a way to strengthen muscles and boost balance.39
Safely practiced, yoga can help combat the relentless pull of gravity on muscles and bones, and the wear and tear caused by decades of use. “Age and gravity are the tartar of our skeletal system, [and] yoga is like postural dental floss,” says Matthew J. Taylor, a physical therapist in Scottsdale, Arizona, and a past president of the International Association of Yoga Therapists.40 Just as we brush our teeth daily, he recommends doing two 5-minute yoga practices a day. Even a brief, daily practice can help older adults learn—and be able to maintain—good posture, he says, which can enhance comfort, balance, respiratory function, and mood.
While yoga meets—or exceeds—the public health mandate for regular movement, the practice offers much more than physical exercise. In addition to the well-recognized posture practice, yoga’s toolbox also includes breathing and meditation practices, which can influence emotional states, as well as guiding principles designed to counter toxic emotions such as anger and hostility. When practiced with one or more other people, yoga may also help relieve loneliness and isolation, which can be detrimental to health. The noncompetitive, supportive, welcoming nature of the practice makes yoga an ideal vehicle for physical, mental, and spiritual health benefits.
Partnering with Your Health Care Provider
For most people, it’s much riskier to be sedentary than to exercise—as long as the activity is appropriate for you. So if you’re in good health, you may not need to consult your doctor about starting the Relax into Yoga program. But if you have any health issues and/or questions, it’s wise to talk with your physician and/or physical therapist to make sure the practice is safe and appropriate for you.
To enhance your safety, we encourage you to answer these questions:
If you answered yes to any of these questions, it is advisable to tell your doctor that you are planning to start a yoga practice consisting of gentle movements and breathing practices designed to enhance relaxation, boost strength and balance, and improve flexibility and function. Since some physicians don’t know much about yoga (and may think it involves standing on your head) you might even show him or her this book and ask if there are specific movements or practices that you should modify or avoid.
Yoga for the Perfectly Imperfect Body
A side effect of the numerous medical advances made in recent decades is the dramatic rise in the number of people living with chronic illness. Approximately 80 percent of older adults have at least one chronic health condition, and 50 percent have at least two.41 And in addition to diagnosed disorders, a significant proportion may have a “silent” disease, such as heart disease or osteoporosis, that has no obvious symptoms. In fact, an estimated 35 percent of postmenopausal white women have osteoporosis but may not be aware that they have this bone-weakening disorder and are at increased risk of fracture42 (see “Osteoporosis,” page 29).
Yoga practice can—and should—be adapted to address any health challenges that may arise. Sometimes these adaptations may be temporary. For example, someone with a broken arm may need to eliminate postures that place weight on the arm; modify those in which the arm is extended or elevated; and switch to more lying-down postures, breathing, and meditation. This may be necessary just until the arm is healed, after which it may be possible to resume the original practice.
However, with some health challenges, including many of those related to aging—such as the onset of arthritis, osteoporosis, or hypertension—more lasting adaptations may be advisable. For example, someone with glaucoma may need to stop practicing handstands, and someone with osteoporosis may switch from doing forward bends with a round back and straight legs to doing them with a straight back (neutral spine) and bent knees (see “Healthy Body Mechanics,” page 52). We have partnered with medical experts to get their recommendations about potentially risky movements. Their wisdom is integrated into our Relax into Yoga postures. Below are specific recommendations for the most common health conditions.
Heart and Circulatory Problems
Age is one of the most significant risk factors for all cardiovascular ailments. This includes coronary artery disease, which is the most common type of heart disease and the leading cause of death for both men and women in the United States, as well as numerous other cardiovascular conditions such as hypertension, congestive heart failure, arrhythmias, valvular disorders, and stroke. With advancing age, the elastic elements of the blood vessels are progressively replaced by more leathery, fibrous tissue.
In addition, progressive deposition of cholesterol plaque in the inner walls of the arteries—known as atherosclerosis, or hardening of the arteries—can also compromise blood flow to vital organs such as the brain, kidneys, and the heart itself. Loss of elasticity in the heart muscle can lead to symptoms of heart failure. Wear and tear on the blood vessels over time can lead to aneurysms and clots, while wear and tear on the heart valves can lead to narrowing and leaking.
Practicing Yoga if You Have Heart or Circulatory Problems
For the reasons mentioned above, we recommend that people with cardiovascular disorders communicate their interest in practicing yoga with their physician (see “Partnering with Your Health Care Provider,” page 24).
In addition, here are some cautions:
We offer these recommendations as ways to enhance for your practice:
The word “osteoporosis” means “porous bones” and is a disorder of impaired bone strength that results in skeletal fragility and increased fracture risk. Caused by an imbalance between the natural process of bone breakdown and bone formation, this bone loss generally occurs in women after menopause and in both men and women with aging. The longer you live, the greater your likelihood of developing osteoporosis—with the disorder affecting about 15 percent of women in their fifties and about half of all women in their eighties.44 You are at greater risk for osteoporosis if you:
With the aging of the population, the prevalence of osteoporosis is expected to increase so that by 2020 one in two Americans over age fifty is expected to have or be at risk of developing osteoporosis of the hip; even more will be at risk of developing osteoporosis at any site in the skeleton.49 Four out of every ten white women age fifty or older in the United States will experience a hip, spine, or wrist fracture sometime during the remainder of their lives.50 And these fractures can have devastating consequences. For example, people who break a hip have a higher risk of dying during the first three months after the fracture than individuals of similar age who do not break a bone.51
By 2020, one in two Americans over age fifty is expected to have or be at risk of developing osteoporosis of the hip; even more will be at risk of developing osteoporosis at any site in the skeleton.
Since osteoporosis has no obvious symptoms, it’s possible to have compromised bones and not know it. In fact, many people learn that they have osteoporosis only after they break a bone. Osteopenia is the name sometimes given to low bone density that is not low enough to be called osteoporosis. People with low bone density are at higher risk for osteoporosis and are more likely to break a bone compared to people with normal bone density.52 These conditions are diagnosed by a test called a DEXA scan that measures bone mineral density at the hip and spine. The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force recommends this testing for women ages sixty-five and older as well as younger women at increased fracture risk.53 But not everyone who is eligible gets this test. And, surprisingly, two-thirds of vertebral fractures do not come to clinical attention.54 This means it’s common for people to suffer this kind of fracture either without pain or with pain that is misidentified—as a pulled muscle, for example—and not recognized as originating from a vertebral fracture.
Practicing Yoga if You Have Osteoporosis
Physical activity can enhance bone health, particularly weight-bearing exercise such as walking, and muscle-strengthening movement such as weight training.55 Many yoga postures and practices can be extremely beneficial in maintaining or improving strength and balance as well as restoring function and relieving pain for people with compromised bone. Weight-bearing postures such as Chair pose and Plank pose may help strengthen bones, as can poses that move the body against resistance, such as a Yoga Push-Up. However, some common yoga poses should be appropriately modified because they have potential for significant harm. In particular, forward bending (spinal flexion) and twisting (rotation) can place large and compromising loads on the front of vertebral bodies56 and are often implicated in vertebral fracture.57
MOVEMENTS TO AVOID
If you have osteoporosis, the National Osteoporosis Foundation advises against the following movements:
Keeping your spine in proper alignment—with good posture and healthy body mechanics—puts less stress on the spine and is particularly important if you are at risk of fracture (see “Healthy Body Mechanics,” page 52). Be aware, too, that sitting puts more strain on your spine than does standing or lying down. For this reason, you won’t find seated forward bends, seated deep twists, or any floor-sitting poses in our Relax into Yoga postures. We have substituted safer variations that help build and maintain spinal strength and flexibility with reduced risk.
Here are our additional recommendations for safe alignment during your yoga practice:
MOVEMENTS TO INVITE INTO YOUR PRACTICE
Be sure to follow these movement tips for a safer practice:
Joint Problems and Arthritis
If any or all of your joints are achy or painful, chances are you have arthritis. In fact, the word “arthritis” means “joint inflammation” and refers to more than one hundred different diseases that affect the joints and tissues around the joints. The onset of symptoms can be gradual or sudden and typically involves pain and stiffness around one or more joints. Symptoms may come and go but generally persist over time. While arthritis can affect people of any age, including babies, the prevalence increases as people get older. Nearly half of people sixty-five and older report doctor-diagnosed arthritis.59 A major cause of disability in America, arthritis frequently limits people’s ability to perform everyday activities such as dressing, climbing stairs, and walking.
A generation ago, people with arthritis were told to rest and “save their joints.” Unfortunately, that practice did more harm than good since, as we now know, inactivity causes joints to stiffen and unused muscles to atrophy. In recent decades, study after study has confirmed the benefits of physical activity for people with arthritis, and it’s now clear that appropriate exercise can greatly improve the quality of life for people with arthritis—relieving pain and stiffness, improving function, and boosting mood.60 It can also help manage other chronic conditions, such as obesity, that may affect arthritis and its symptoms.
Three of the most prevalent types of arthritis are osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, and fibromyalgia.
Typically when people say they have arthritis they mean osteoarthritis, which is the most common form of arthritis and is generally related to aging, injury to a joint, and/or being overweight.61 Sometimes called “wear and tear” arthritis, or OA, osteoarthritis is characterized by breakdown of the cartilage that covers the ends of bones in a joint. As the cartilage wears away, bones rub together, which can permanently damage the joint. It’s possible to have osteoarthritis in just one joint—for example a knee that was injured playing football. It most commonly affects the larger joints of the body—the hips, knees, spine, and shoulders—on one or both sides.
Rheumatoid Arthritis
Sometimes called RA, rheumatoid arthritis is a systemic inflammatory disease that affects multiple joints on both sides of the body. While the cause is unknown, RA is an autoimmune disorder, which means the body’s immune system attacks its own tissues.62 It commonly affects the smaller joints—such as the fingers, wrists, feet, and neck—on both sides of the body. RA can begin at any age, although it often starts in middle age and is most common in older people.63 Two to three times more common in women than in men, RA is associated with fatigue, prolonged stiffness, and joint deformity.64 While there is no cure, medications may help slow disease progression, and appropriate physical activity may help decrease pain and reduce the risk of joint deformity.
Fibromyalgia
Sometimes considered an arthritis-related condition, fibromyalgia is not actually a form of arthritis because it does not cause inflammation or damage to the joints.65 But like arthritis, fibromyalgia can cause pain and fatigue, and it can affect the ability to perform daily activities. Other common symptoms include sleep disturbance, headaches, irritable bowel syndrome, cognitive problems with thinking and memory (sometimes called “fibro fog”), and numbness or tingling of the hands and feet.66 Most people with fibromyalgia are women diagnosed during middle age, however men and children can also be affected.67 While the cause is unknown, disease onset may be associated with a stressful or traumatic event, repetitive injuries, or illness and may be related to problems with how the central nervous system processes pain.68
Physical activity—including muscle strengthening and aerobic exercise—has been shown to be beneficial for people with fibromyalgia, as has cognitive behavioral therapy and relaxation. In fact, people with fibromyalgia who participated in the Yoga of Awareness program developed by Kimberly and her husband, Dr. Jim Carson, experienced reductions in pain levels that were greater than the reductions typically seen with medications.68
Practicing Yoga if You Have Joint Problems or Arthritis
The American College of Rheumatology states that exercise should be an essential part of treatment for arthritis, noting that “people with arthritis who exercise regularly have less pain, more energy, improved sleep, and better day-to-day function.”70 Yoga offers similar benefits to a Western exercise program—including enhancing balance, boosting endurance, and strengthening and stretching muscles surrounding the joints, all of which can decrease pressure on the joints and relieve pain. In addition, yoga teaches many physical, mental, and emotional skills that can be profoundly helpful for people with arthritis, including relaxation breathing, mindfulness, learning to move with compassion, recognizing and changing harmful habits (such as breath holding and jaw clenching), and pacing activity with rest.
The practice of mindfulness meditation can be an important tool for self-care, since it can improve depression, fatigue, stress, pain, attention regulation, emotion regulation, memory, and more.
If you have arthritis, it’s helpful to work with a physical therapist who can design an individualized exercise program that takes into account the kind of arthritis, the affected joints, and your overall conditioning. Your physical therapist can be a helpful partner in answering any questions you have about starting or continuing a yoga practice.
We offer these cautions for modifying your yoga practice:
Here are some strategies to enhance your practice:
Certain joints that have been damaged by arthritis or other causes may be surgically removed and replaced with an artificial joint. This often occurs when the pain becomes so severe that it interferes with the ability to function. The surgery is performed most often on hips and knees but also can be done with shoulders, fingers, ankles, and elbows.71 The modern hip replacement was pioneered in the 1960s and is now, along with knee replacement, among the most commonly performed operations in the United States.72 An estimated 4.7 million Americans have undergone total knee replacement, and 2.5 million have had a total hip replacement.73 The prevalence of these surgeries is higher in women than in men and increases with age.
Typically, people with joint replacements are given specific movement precautions by their surgeon and work with a physical therapist to regain full mobility of the new prosthetic joint during the postoperative period and recovery process. Specific precautions are related to the particular surgical approach—that is, whether the surgeon approached the joint from the front of the body or the back of the body. For example, people who have a hip replaced with an anterior approach are told to avoid hip extension, which means not extending the affected leg behind you or stepping backward with the affected leg. People who have had a hip replaced with a posterior approach are told not to bend their hip past 90 degrees, which is why patients are given a raised toilet seat to use during the recovery period. For both hip replacement approaches, people are advised not to cross their legs or ankles.74 In general, these precautions are followed for about six months, but in some cases they may be in effect for longer.
People who have knee replacements are generally encouraged to walk as soon as possible, often using a support—such as a cane, crutches, or a walker—during the first few weeks after surgery. Gradual resumption of daily life activities is typically recommended. In time, many people with knee replacement are able to kneel—for activities like gardening as well as to do kneeling postures in yoga—although it can be helpful to kneel on a cushion or folded blanket for comfort.
Practicing Yoga if You Have Had Joint Replacement
If you have had a joint replacement, it is essential that you get clearance from your surgeon, along with any special instructions, before beginning or resuming a yoga practice. In most cases, postsurgery precautions will be lifted in time, and you will likely be able to do all—or most—of the Relax into Yoga postures.
Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is an umbrella term for a group of progressive lung diseases that causes blockage to airflow and makes it difficult to breathe. The two main types are emphysema and chronic bronchitis, and some experts also include certain forms of asthma.75 The main cause of COPD is long-term exposure to substances that irritate the lungs, which—in the United States—is typically cigarette smoke. Outdoor and indoor air pollution, occupational dusts and chemicals, and respiratory infections can also play a role. In 2011, COPD was the third-leading cause of death in the United States76 and is most common among people over age sixty-five.77
More than half of adults with impaired lung function are unaware that they have a problem, since—at first—symptoms may be nonexistent or mild.78 Often people mistake early warning signs, such as breathlessness and coughing, with normal aging. For this reason, lung disease is often not diagnosed until the condition is very advanced.79 While there is no cure for COPD, early detection can allow intervention before major loss of lung function occurs. Treatments include medications, supplemental oxygen, and—in severe cases—lung transplantation. Removing exposure to the source of irritation—for example quitting smoking—is essential.
In people with COPD, the airways become swollen and narrowed, losing their elasticity and making it hard to get air out. This “trapped air” leaves less room for new, fresh air and can create a sense of physical and emotional struggle as breathing becomes more and more difficult. Feeling breathless can lead to anxiety, which can exacerbate breathlessness and sometimes lead to panic. Pulmonary rehabilitation can be a powerful way to help people with lung disease become stronger and better able to function by teaching proper breathing mechanics, exercises, and other strategies to help improve quality of life. These classes are often affiliated with a hospital or clinic and are generally led by a pulmonary rehab team that may include doctors, nurses, physical therapists, respiratory specialists, exercise physiologists, and dieticians who can create a program that meets your specific needs.
Diaphragmatic Breathing
Teaching healthy breathing mechanics is an essential part of pulmonary rehabilitation and is also a central aspect of yoga practice. Learning diaphragmatic breathing—sometimes called “abdominal breathing” or yoga “belly breathing”—can be a powerful way to help people with lung disease strengthen and learn to properly use the diaphragm, which is the main muscle of breathing. When people have COPD, it is difficult for them to breathe, so they often compensate by using muscles in the neck, shoulders, and back (sometimes called “accessory muscles of breathing”) to try and move air in and out. Over time, practicing diaphragmatic can make breathing more efficient and less effortful.
While yoga breathing generally advises breathing in and out through the nose, breathing out through pursed lips can be extremely helpful for people with COPD, since this technique slows the breathing, improves the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide, and keeps the airways open longer to release more trapped, used air.80
A useful way to remember this approach is with the phrase Smell the roses, blow out the candles. Follow these steps to practice pursed-lips breathing:
Practicing Yoga if You Have Lung Disease
Since many people with lung disease take medications that may weaken their bones, it may be helpful to practice the guidelines for osteoporosis (see “Osteoporosis,” page 29). In addition:
Be sure to:
Unlike acute pain, which is a normal sensation that alerts you to possible injury and goes away when the underlying cause has been treated or has healed, chronic pain persists; it’s often defined as daily pain for at least three months.81 Older adults are at particular risk for chronic pain because many of the medical conditions common to aging—such as arthritis, cancer, osteoporotic fractures, and diabetic neuropathy—often involve persistent pain. In addition, injuries or accidents from earlier in life can continue to cause pain throughout the life span. In fact, chronic pain is considered a “meta-condition,” which means persistent pain is a common symptom in many different types of illness; it is rapidly becoming a major public health concern. In 2011, the Institute of Medicine’s special report, Relieving Pain in America , noted that chronic pain affects about 100 million American adults, more than the total affected by heart disease, diabetes, and cancer combined.82
Chronic pain involves a complex series of processes in the brain and central nervous system, and physicians often have a difficult time offering ways to fully manage pain. Medications, such as opioids, may help chronic pain but are habit-forming with potentially serious side effects—such as drowsiness and impaired judgment, constipation, nausea, and itching. Opioids also require increased doses over time to maintain their effects, which can lead to accidental overdose deaths.83 Surgical procedures are not always effective and sometimes can make things worse.
It is important to move your body to break the vicious cycle of inactivity that occurs with persistent pain.
Recent neuroscientific research offers insight into why traditional pain treatments like drugs and procedures often have limited success. Despite the outdated belief that pain experienced is directly proportional to the injury suffered, new studies show that pain is strongly influenced by a broad array of other dimensions of experience, including thoughts, emotions, and movement patterns.84 For example, emerging evidence indicates that negative emotions such as anger and fear can increase the experience of painful sensations and that positive emotions can dampen the pain signals in the central nervous system.85 This is why programs that aim to change behaviors, thoughts, and feelings—and increase coping strategies—seem to hold the most promise for managing chronic pain. Yoga and meditation are examples of such programs.
Practicing Yoga if You Have Chronic Pain
The yoga practice’s focus on moving mindfully and with compassion can be a helpful way to break the vicious cycle of inactivity that is common to people with chronic pain. Reintroducing gentle and appropriate movement back into your daily routine is an important step in changing this cycle. Using postures that improve strength and range of motion can help enhance vitality and boost your ability to function.
Yoga’s focus on the breath is also an important tool for people living with persistent pain, and learning to use the breath skillfully can be a powerful tool in finding relief. It is common to discover that you hold your breath when you are under stress. Breath holding is a typical stress reaction that interferes with your body’s ability to quiet itself and relax. The yoga practice develops an awareness of the breath and encourages fluid patterns of breathing. Learning breath patterns, such as the three-part diaphragmatic breath, also cultivates deeper states of relaxation, which can help dampen pain signals. Breathing in rhythm with the yoga movements can help settle your nervous system. Setting the intention to invite your breath to soothe a painful area can also have healing effects. Although clearly lung tissue only exists within the rib cage, studies demonstrate that the simple act of bringing attention to different parts of the body—for example, “breathing into your lower back”—increases blood flow to these areas.86
Another therapeutic aspect of the yoga practice that is important for living with persistent pain involves generating a shift in your relationship to the pain sensation itself. For many people this is an unfamiliar practice. When the body is experiencing persistent pain, a typical response is to tense the muscles and to consciously or unconsciously consider this painful sensation the “enemy.” As part of yoga’s “self-study” principle, people with chronic pain may learn to reconceptualize the experience as “sensation” rather than “pain” and practice accepting rather than reacting to the painful sensation—recognizing that acceptance is not giving up but simply being willing to have the experience you are already having. Over time, practicing acceptance can help the body and mind learn to quiet the reactivity to the experience and begin to shift the neurological wiring that occurs with chronic pain.87
The meditative practices of yoga can also help to ease persistent pain. Bringing awareness to the inner dialogue and commentary that constantly go on in the thinking mind can reveal “habits of mind” that may be exacerbating the pain experience. Catastrophizing , or the tendency to anticipate the worst possible scenario, is one such “habit of mind.” Catastrophizing is not uncommon in people with chronic pain and is known to worsen the pain experience.88 For example, thoughts like This pain is going to destroy all my plans for the future , or This cursed pain has ruined my life , or It is not worth the effort to try and get better, nothing ever changes can all contribute to heightening the intensity of the sensation. Deepening our awareness of our inner experience through yoga practice can help develop a perspective that doesn’t give so much credence to such habits of mind. A deep awareness can also assist with being able to choose inner dialogue that is more supportive of healing. Recognizing that no one can predict the future and that what is happening in this moment is simply what is happening in this moment has the real potential of reducing suffering.
Likewise, being able to recognize our present-moment emotional response to pain can be a powerful tool. Although anger, sorrow, frustration, and fear are normal responses to pain, if these become emotional habits they can increase the level of pain that we feel. Being aware of the coming and going of the emotions without getting stuck in one particular emotion is a skill that can be developed with yoga practice.
Before beginning a yoga practice, older adults with chronic pain may want to check with their physician or physical therapist to determine whether a particular movement is appropriate (see “Partnering with Your Health Care Provider,” page 24). Remember that it is important to move your body to break the vicious cycle of inactivity that occurs with persistent pain. Also, when areas of your body have been in persistent pain, it will be unlikely that you can avoid pain . So the common yoga directive “If it hurts, don’t do it” may not apply. Instead, be aware that if a posture increases your pain significantly during or immediately after the movement, you will need to modify or omit this posture.
If you have chronic pain, be sure to:
Cancer is considered a disease of aging because the older we get, the greater our chances of developing cancer become. The incidence of cancer in people over sixty-five is ten times greater than in those younger than sixty-five, and the cancer death rate is sixteen times greater in patients over sixty-five compared to younger patients.89 Treatments have also advanced to a degree that cancer survivorship is more and more common, with an anticipated 19 million cancer survivors in the United States by 2024.90 Some survivors experience very little ongoing effects of treatment, while others may struggle with troublesome side effects—such as fatigue, neuropathy, and lymphedema—for many years.
Practicing Yoga if You Have Cancer
Fortunately, a yoga practice can be adapted to help people navigate any phase of the cancer journey, from diagnosis through treatment, survivorship, and/or progressive disease. Each phase of the cancer experience brings with it various struggles and dis-ease in the body. By learning the benefits of various yoga practices, yoga can be an ideal supportive-care choice.
The initial diagnosis can be overwhelming and frightening. Facing the unknown of the stage and aggressiveness of the disease, as well as the possible outcomes, can lead to high states of anxiety and many sleepless nights. Yoga’s Three-Part Breath pattern (see page 72) can be helpful in settling the body when awaiting results of surgical reports and lab work. Likewise, the postures help the muscles release the tension that can build up during this difficult time.
Treatments for cancer—which include surgery, chemotherapy, and/or radiation—are often quite challenging for the body, mind, and emotional heart. Nausea, fatigue, pain, and weakness are common side effects that can be difficult to mitigate. Yoga provides simple ways to help the body through this rough patch. For example, studies have demonstrated that diaphragmatic breathing can provide pain-relieving effects91, 92, 93, 94 and improve sleep disturbance and anxiety in cancer patients receiving chemo.95 Yoga practices have also been shown to significantly reduce chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomiting96 as well as treatment and/or disease-related pain.97
Further, even in the difficult context of undergoing cancer treatments, it remains important to continue moving the body. Movement helps maintain a basic degree of physical fitness, which can help offset the debilitating effects of deconditioning that occur when the body is sedentary for long periods of time. In addition, physical activity can invigorate the body as well as facilitate subsequent relaxation. The gentle, mindful movements of the yoga practice are well suited to introduce movement in this phase of the cancer experience.
Mindfulness meditation practices can also support healing for older adults dealing with cancer. Studies of cancer patients demonstrate that the practice of mindfulness can improve quality of life, anxiety, depression, fatigue, sleep disturbance, stress, pain, cancer-related sexual dysfunction, physiological arousal (for example, blood pressure), immune function (immune cell count, cytokine production), and cortisol levels.98, 99 In addition, studies of changes in brain structure and function suggest that mindfulness meditation helps with attention regulation, emotion regulation (especially capacity to calm fear), body awareness, learning, cognition, memory, perspective taking, empathy, and compassion.100, 101, 102, 103, 104 The practice of mindfulness meditation can be an important tool for self-care.
As with any serious medical condition, people with cancer are advised to seek advice from their health care provider to ensure that their yoga practice is appropriate. (See “Partnering with Your Health Care Provider,” page 24.) It’s also advisable to:
Yoga for the Functional Body
If you’re like many people in our computerized, sedentary world, you spend many hours crunched forward over computers, smartphones, and tablets. Even if you’re engaged in domestic activities, like cooking, knitting, or rocking a baby, or yard work, like digging or planting, your focus is generally forward and your body tends to round in response. The all-too-common result of spending so much time hunched over laptops, steering wheels, and desks is rounded posture, which frequently becomes even more stooped with age. This “crunched forward” posture can compress internal organs and is associated with a wide array of ailments, including back and neck pain, breathing and circulatory difficulties, headaches, joint pain, and digestive problems.
A yoga practice can relieve these issues by helping people bring their bodies back into healthy alignment. This often requires stretching tight muscles and strengthening weak ones, enhancing joint flexibility, and learning proper body mechanics—including how to stand, sit, move, and lie down in ways that support optimum health. Benefits are enhanced when you take these teachings off the mat and into your daily life—for example, being sure to sit and stand with good posture throughout your day.
Try these healthy body mechanics basics on and off the mat.
Getting Down and Up from the Floor
The ability to get down and up from the floor is a key life skill that unfortunately many older adults lose—often through lack of practice and getting out of shape. It’s not uncommon for people in their seventies and eighties to come to our yoga classes and tell us that they can’t do postures lying on the floor because they haven’t been on the floor in years. Often they’ll say, only half joking, “I can get down onto the floor, but I won’t be able to get back up .” We always invite these folks to do postures sitting in a chair, and in our classes it’s common for some people do postures sitting in a chair while others do them lying on the ground. Over time, some of these people learn how to get down and up from the ground and find the experience empowering. Depending on your physical limitations, however, it may not be advisable to try to get down and up from the ground. This may be a topic to discuss with your health care provider, who might recommend working individually with a physical therapist.
For those who are interested and able, here are some guidelines to safely getting down and up from the ground:
Figure 3.1 Getting up from the floor
Standing and Sitting
A popular yoga saying is “You are as young as your spine,” and much of the yoga posture practice is devoted to cultivating strength, flexibility, and proper alignment of this structural and energetic core of our bodies. Extending from the back of the head to the pelvis, the spine consists of a column of cylindrical bones, known as vertebrae, which are stacked on top of each other like a string of pearls. Each vertebra has a solid part in front called the “vertebral body” and a space in the back that provides a protected passageway for the spinal cord. Together, the brain and spinal cord form the central nervous system, which coordinates the activity of all parts of the body.
In between each vertebra is a disc, a pad of cartilage with a jelly-like center that acts as a shock absorber and facilitates spinal movement. With age, the discs and vertebral bodies typically undergo degenerative changes that can contribute to stiffness and pain in the back and neck.105, 106 Bone loss with age can also lead to vertebral fractures that result in a stooped posture, which can exacerbate pain and disability (see “Osteoporosis,” page 29). For these reasons, keeping the spine in proper alignment—during yoga practice and in daily life—is essential to preventing and relieving pain and reducing the risk of vertebral fracture.
The spine is organized into four regions:
Figure 3.2 The spine
The common postural instruction to “stand up straight” is well-intentioned (since slumping is unhealthy) but inaccurate. A properly aligned spine is not actually straight but has four natural curves that give it strength and resilience, offering a springlike action that cushions the body from impact. From a side view, the cervical spine at the top and the lumbar spine at the bottom each curve toward the front of the body, while the thoracic spine and the sacral area each curve toward the back. From a side view, in a properly aligned spine, the ear is directly over the shoulder, and the shoulder is directly over the hip. This is a neutral spine .
Figure 3.3 Neutral spine
Yoga’s Mountain poses (both the seated and standing variations) teach the proper alignment of a neutral spine (see “Seated Mountain,” page 106, and “Mountain Pose,” page 90). In both postures, the focus is on first getting grounded from your support: in Standing Mountain pose this is the feet, in Seated Mountain pose this is the “sit bones” of the pelvis. From this place of grounding, we lengthen the spine by extending up from the top (crown) of the head. Learning to always sit and stand “tall” with a neutral spine is one of the best ways to relieve and sometimes eliminate back and neck pain, to enhance the health of the cardiorespiratory and digestive systems, and to reduce the risk of vertebral fracture in people with compromised bone.
In addition, good posture can give you an emotional lift, since the way you hold your body affects the way you feel, and vice versa. People who carry themselves with good alignment seem confident and graceful, while those whose posture reflects a physical slump often appear to be in a mental slump as well. Emerging research supports this notion, with one study showing that adopting an upright, seated posture in the face of stress can maintain self-esteem, reduce negative mood, and increase positive mood compared to a slumped posture.107
Bending, Lifting, and Carrying
A common movement often implicated in back injury and in vertebral fracture is bending forward from the waist with a rounded back. Adding weight to this movement—such as picking up a laundry basket or small child—puts even more load on the spine and increases the risk. That’s why practicing good body mechanics—maintaining a neutral spine when bending forward, lifting, and carrying—is essential.
To do this, instead of rounding your back and bending forward at your waist, learn to keep your spine neutral, bend your knees, and hinge forward at your hips. An essential component of this action is identifying the “hip hinge,” which is located at the crease where your thigh connects with your torso (trunk). Follow these steps to practice good forward-bending body mechanics:
Figure 3.4 Lifting with good body mechanics
If you are bending forward to pick something up, be sure to:
Yoga is fundamentally a practice for cultivating awareness, for being fully present with all that arises in your life in an open and nonjudgmental fashion. The postures are a tool for refining awareness of what is unfolding in your body, mind, emotional heart, and spirit.
Paying attention to your habitual patterns of movement and learning to replace risky motions with good body mechanics is an example of the yogic practice of svadhyaya , or “study.” One of five self-disciplines outlined in the classic text Yoga Sutras of Patanjali , svadhyaya refers both to the study of sacred texts as well as to self-study. Rather than mindlessly moving through life, yoga asks us to be present, pay attention, notice that which is harmful (movements, attitudes, behaviors, and so forth) and instead choose that which is supportive. Self-study is central to self-understanding and, ultimately, to transformation.
If, like many people, you tend to live from the neck up, yoga practice can help take you out of your head and into your body, allowing you to identify any places of tension, tightness, or discomfort and—hopefully—learn to invite ease. Practicing the art of welcoming whatever arises, even if it’s something difficult—such as a physical or emotional pain—can be essential to finding freedom from suffering. This is particularly important with the inevitable changes of age. Yoga breathing, postures, meditation, and principles can be essential tools to aging well—with vitality, grace, and joy.
RELAX INTO YOGA PRACTICES
“We are all just walking each other home.”
—Ram Dass
Practice Guidelines and Essentials
The word “yoga” means “union,” and the practice is designed to help us remember the connections among our mind, body, and spirit. It’s also meant to bring us into union with our deepest, truest self. In contrast to the busy, outward focus of daily life, yoga practice invites us to slow down and turn our attention inward, to move mindfully and listen deeply to the quieter wisdom of our inner life.
Just as you would prepare for a reunion with friends and family, you will want to carefully attend to the details that will make your experience smooth and enjoyable. It’s important to recognize that, unlike Western exercise, yoga is noncompetitive and does not involve strain. In fact, a central intention of yoga is to cultivate steadiness and ease. Here are some guidelines that can make your practice—this reunion with your self—steady and comfortable.
Prepare Your Space: Inspiration, Steadiness, and Comfort
You don’t need fancy equipment, a large space, or expensive clothing to practice yoga. Any area in your home that is big enough for you to stretch out your arms and legs on the ground (or in bed) will do.
When we enjoy and feel comfortable doing something, we are much more likely to do it again. This is also true with yoga—so set up your space to best support an enjoyable practice. Pick a spot with a comfortable temperature. If the room is too hot or too cold, it will be less enjoyable, and your body will have to work harder to warm or cool itself. If there is a beautiful window you would like to practice in front of, time your practice so that the sun is not overheating the space.
Set up your practice space with an eye toward safety and comfort. For many older adults beginning a yoga practice, having a chair or a wall nearby can be useful for balance. We all have days when we feel steadier on our feet than others. The chair or the wall can provide great support on those wobblier days. If coming up and down from the ground isn’t something that you have done in a while, a chair can be a particularly helpful tool for reclaiming this important life skill.
You might also want to have a few props nearby to make your practice more comfortable. Many people like to use a yoga “sticky” mat, especially if they will be practicing postures on the ground. A folded blanket or pillow can be helpful to cushion your head or knees if necessary. A strap can make some of the postures that stretch the legs more comfortable. But you don’t need to buy a special strap; a bathrobe tie or a necktie can work quite well.
As your yoga practice will be a precious time for nourishing your body and steadying your mind, you might enjoy placing one or more special, inspiring objects in your practice space. For example, a photograph of a loved one or favorite pet, a treasure from a special trip, or even a fresh flower can reinforce for you why it is important to continue practicing. These reminders of afternoons with a grandchild, walks with a beloved pet, or time in your cherished garden may be a strong motivator for keeping your body and mind as healthy and functional as possible.
Prepare Your Body: Inside and Out
The yoga practice asks us to use our bodies and minds in new and sometimes unfamiliar ways. To prepare for these challenges, make sure you are well hydrated and nourished. However, it is not recommended that you practice directly after eating. Allow your body a couple of hours to digest a full meal, and thirty to sixty minutes to digest a small meal, prior to practicing the postures. Drink some water and, if you like, have a light snack—such as a piece of fruit or glass of milk—before practice. For people living with diabetes, monitor your blood sugar and eat a snack if necessary before beginning a yoga session.
As it doesn’t feel great to practice with a very full belly, consider practicing first thing in the morning just after you wake up or before lunch or dinner. Some people enjoy a gentle practice in the evening before bed. If you choose this end-of-day rhythm, you might want to focus on relaxing, simpler poses, since some of the stronger postures can be quite invigorating and may make falling asleep more difficult.
Wear comfortable, nonrestrictive clothing. And to reduce the risk of falls—as well as to stretch and strengthen your feet—we recommend practicing barefoot. If you need the support of shoes as you are developing your practice, that is fine. However, it is not advisable to practice in your socks, as they are quick to slide, especially on tile, wood, or other smooth-surfaced flooring. If you have cold feet or prefer to wear socks for any other reason, invest in a pair of yoga socks, which have gripper dots on the bottom and separate each individual toe.
Always check in with how your body is feeling overall. If you feel stiff or sore, allow time for a slow warm-up before moving on to more challenging postures. If you are fatigued, try some gentle stretches and relaxation, and then see how you feel—you might be surprised at how invigorating a simple practice can be.
Prepare Your Mind: Intention, Awareness, and Connection
Just like you might set a resolution at the new year to take better care of yourself or be more available for your loved ones, you can set an intention for each practice session. In the yoga tradition, sankalpa is the term used to describe such resolutions or intentions. We suggest setting the intention to stay present—so that if you find your mind wandering off during your practice, you will do your best to bring your attention back to the present moment.
Yoga is a practice of awareness designed to quiet your mind and help you connect with your innermost self.
Yoga, as it has been passed down through the ages, is fundamentally a practice for cultivating awareness, for being fully present with all that arises in your life in an open and nonjudgmental fashion. The postures are a tool for refining awareness of what is unfolding in your body, mind, emotional heart, and spirit. For example, deepening your relationship to the sensations in your body can be helpful in recognizing when patterns of tension or stress first arise. Or you may notice that certain emotional responses arise in reaction to a particular posture (that is, fear when feeling unsteady in a balance pose or frustration when encountering a physical limitation). As your practice deepens, you will become better and better at recognizing when the commentary in your mind is causing additional stress in your body and be able to make more skillful choices.
Many of us have habits of multitasking, reactivity, and distractibility. Yoga can shed light on these habits of heart and mind, so maintaining a steady and disciplined practice can help you learn healthier ways of being.
We recommend practicing the postures at least three times a week and the breathing practices daily. Even if you only have ten minutes to practice, it is better to do a little practice than no practice.
Please recognize that yoga is not just about training your body—you are also training your mind. So during your yoga practice, when you notice you are thinking about what you will have later for dinner or how a difficult conversation went earlier, simply notice the tendency of your mind to lose focus. Without judgment or frustration, redirect your attention to your breath and/or to the sensations of your movements. Likewise, if you experience a strong emotional current, see if you can stay steady by trying to simply feel the feeling without trying to explain it, force it to go away, or change it. Just feel how it feels in your body, then see what happens. Remember: steady and comfortable is the intention.
In addition to helping you stay present in the moment, focusing attention on your breath can also be a powerful tool for staying steady and comfortable by alerting you to times when you cross the line from challenge into strain. If you find yourself holding your breath as you practice a posture, or if your breath becomes ragged or shallow or compromised in any way, it may be a sign that you are doing too much and should back off the pose until you can breathe comfortably. Let your breath be your teacher, giving you insight into what is true for you in this moment.
Prepare Your Practice Rhythm: Steady and Comfortable Buildup
The Relax into Yoga program is designed to ease you into a regular yoga practice during the course of six weeks, and we recommend that you make a commitment to practice regularly so that you can enjoy the full benefits yoga can offer. During the first week, you will learn the foundational skills of the Three-Part Breath, the Range-of-Motion Sequence, and Relaxation pose—all of which are described in chapter 5 (week 1).
During each of the following weeks, please begin each practice session with the Three-Part Breath, then warm up with the Range-of-Motion Sequence. Next, you’ll try a new sequence each week (“Standing Poses to Enhance Strength and Balance” in week 2, for example, and “Seated Poses to Improve Alignment, Flexibility, and Strength” in week 3). Be sure to finish each practice session with Relaxation pose. This approach will incorporate some practices that are familiar and some practices that are new each week. At the end of the six-week exploration, you will have experienced dozens of postures and have a good sense of how they work in your body, and the ways in which they support your daily activities.
As you build your practice, it is helpful to also begin incorporating brief mini-practices into your daily life. For example, try to:
Integrating yoga’s teachings into your daily life encourages your practice to become even more vibrant and supportive.
This approach to practice is sometimes referred to as “yoga off the mat.” Integrating yoga’s teachings into your daily life encourages your practice to become even more vibrant and supportive.
Week 1: The Foundational Practice to Relieve Tension and Enhance Flexibility
All of the foundational practices described for week 1 can be done either lying down on the floor or in your bed. This sequence is a simple, gentle warm-up for your body and mind, and can be used as a stand-alone practice or as a limbering-up practice for sequences introduced in later weeks.
Learning how to let go and be still is as essential as learning how to move.
Functional Benefits of the Foundational Practice
Releases tension. The Three-Part Breath exercise (see page 72) helps deepen and expand the breath, which can release tension-holding patterns that interfere with a fluid breath and help soothe the system.
Reduces risk of injury. Taking time to warm up all the major joints and muscles before a longer practice tunes us in to how the body is doing and may reduce the risk of injury.
Enhances flexibility of the spine. Gentle neck and spine rotations support our ability to perform many activities of daily living, including driving—as healthy rotation is essential to being able to back up a car and/or change lanes.
Encourages joint mobility. Taking each of the body’s major joints through a full range of motion can help enhance and maintain joint flexibility and function.
Induces relaxation. The ability to learn to “undo” tension in your body, mind, and emotional heart offers your entire being a welcome opportunity for deep rest.
The practices in this chapter and the ones that follow are available as downloadable audio at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Three-Part Breath
This breath pattern is an invaluable tool for giving your body and mind a quick reset by intentionally guiding your belly, ribs, and chest to expand on the inhalation and fully relax on the exhalation. Sometimes called “diaphragmatic breathing,” it is often used therapeutically to reduce pain, anxiety, and sleep disturbance. The Three-Part Breath practice can be done anywhere and anytime, multiple times a day or at night. While you can do this practice in any position—lying down, sitting, or standing—it’s easiest to learn when you’re lying down or sitting in a reclined position. Try this breath for a few moments (5 to 7 complete rounds) and then notice how you feel.
Figure 5.1 Three-Part Breath
As you release the Three-Part Breath pattern, take a moment to notice how your body responded, how your emotional heart responded, and how your mind responded to this breathing practice.
Note: Three-Part Breath is not meant to be used all the time during your practice. It should be done as a periodic reset for your body and mind.
Range-of-Motion Sequence
Neck Release
Figure 5.2 Neck Release
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent, soles of the feet flat on the ground, and arms at your sides. If your chin is higher than your forehead, place a folded blanket or towel behind your head so that your chin is at the same level—or slightly below—your forehead. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Arms Overhead
Figure 5.3 Arms Overhead
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent and the soles of your feet resting on the ground. Bring your arms alongside your body, palms facing down, and tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Universal Legs
Figure 5.4
Figure 5.5
Figure 5.6
Figure 5.7
Setup
Movement
Remember
Supine Twist
Figure 5.8 Supine Twist
Setup
Lie down with your knees bent and your feet about hip-width apart. Extend your arms out to the sides, palms up or down, whichever feels better.
Movement
Remember
Relaxation
Figure 5.9 Relaxation pose
Setup
Rest with your legs straight or knees bent, whichever is most comfortable. Feel free to place a rolled blanket or towel under your knees. Let your hands relax by your sides, palms turned up or down, whichever position allows your shoulders to feel the most at ease (see figure 5.9). Close your eyes and give over the weight of your body to the ground.
Movement
Remember
Week 2: Standing Poses to Enhance Strength and Balance
As you progress to week 2, hopefully the foundational practices from week 1 are feeling more familiar. Continue using the Range-of-Motion Sequence to prepare your body for the more-demanding strength and balance poses you will be learning this week. Your practice will follow this outline:
The standing poses give us practice in forming healthy habits on and off the mat, like hinging from our hips and bending our knees to keep length in our spine, rather than rounding our back forward.
Physically, standing poses help strengthen our legs, keep us grounded, and ease our ability to navigate a sometimes challenging environment. Metaphorically, these postures help build confidence, teaching us how to stand firmly on our own two feet.
Functional Benefits of the Standing Practice
Builds strength. Standing poses build dynamic strength, which can help maintain fitness for demanding activities, such as picking up your favorite toddler, walking your dog, and carrying grocery bags.
Establishes good body mechanics. The standing poses give us practice in developing healthy habits, like hinging from our hips and bending our knees to keep length in our spine rather than rounding our back forward. Also, learning to use the larger muscles of the thighs and buttocks to power our movements, rather than the smaller muscles of the back, is a “back-saving” technique that can be applied to various daily activities, from lifting a basket of laundry to getting in and out of a car.
Improves posture. Standing with good alignment offers stability, helps us radiate confidence, and enhances our ability to move through the world with ease.
As a reminder, you can download audio for week 2’s practice at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Mountain Pose
Figure 6.1 Mountain pose
Setup
Stand beside or behind your chair, close enough to lightly touch the back of the chair for support, if needed. Position your feet hip-width apart and snuggle the soles of your feet into the ground.
Movement
Remember
Salutation Arms
Figure 6.2
Figure 6.3
Setup
Stand beside or behind your chair in Mountain pose.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Chair
Figure 6.4 Chair pose
Setup
Make sure your chair is firmly grounded on a nonskid surface, preferably against a wall if it is a lightweight chair. Stand in front of your chair, so that the backs of your legs are an inch or two in front of the chair. Come into Mountain pose with your feet hip-width apart and parallel to each other.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Warrior 2
Figure 6.5 Warrior 2 pose
Setup
Stand behind your chair with your legs in a wide stance.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Side-Angle
Figure 6.6 Side-Angle pose
Setup
Stand behind your chair in a wide stance, as with Warrior 2 pose.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Triangle
Figure 6.7 Triangle pose
Setup
Stand behind your chair in a wide stance, as with Warrior 2 and Side-Angle poses.
Movement
Remember
Week 3: Seated Poses to Improve Alignment, Range of Motion, and Strength
Most of us spend the vast majority of our days sitting down—often with poor posture. Slumped sitting can be a major contributor to back and neck pain and can also negatively impact breathing, circulation, digestion, and bone health. This chapter teaches healthy sitting alignment, which can help bring ease during your practice and throughout your day. The practices introduced here are also important tools for enhancing your ability to move your joints through a normal, pain-free range of motion, which can be a determining factor in your ability to live an independent, vital life.108 Remember to start with the Three-Part Breath exercise, warm up with the Range-of-Motion Sequence, and finish with Relaxation pose.
Learning to always sit and stand “tall” with a neutral spine is one of the best ways to relieve and sometimes eliminate back and neck pain.
Functional Benefits of the Seated Practice
Relieves back and neck pain. Sitting with a neutral spine can reduce pressure and pain in the back and neck.
Increases range of motion. Enhancing arm and shoulder mobility can increase our ability to reach things we want—whether it’s an item on a higher shelf at home or in a store, or a tall loved one we’d like to hug.
Encourages fluid breathing. Articulation of the arms, shoulders, and spine can help improve breathing efficiency by reducing muscular holding patterns that interfere with a fluid breath.
Promotes independence. Strengthening the thighs is vital to being able to get up out of your chair, which is why the thighs are considered the muscles of independence.
Improves fine motor skills. Stretching and strengthening the hands and fingers can ease stiffness and increase suppleness, enhancing our ability to do activities that require fine motor skills, such as using a computer, cooking, and knitting.
Increases stability. Since our feet are our foundations for balance, stretching and strengthening the feet and toes enhances our stability, in addition to easing stiffness and decreasing foot pain.
As a reminder, you can download audio for week 3’s practice at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Seated Mountain
Figure 7.1 Seated Mountain pose
Setup
Sit slightly forward of the back of your chair, and place your feet on the ground, hip-width apart. If your feet don’t reach the ground, use a folded blanket or towel to “raise” the ground to meet your feet.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Finger and Toe Flings and Curls
Figure 7.2
Figure 7.3
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Infinity Shoulders
Figure 7.4
Figure 7.5
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Universal Arms
Figure 7.6
Figure 7.7
Figure 7.8
Figure 7.9
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Side Bending
Figure 7.10 Side Bending pose
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
“As If” Chair
Figure 7.11
Figure 7.12
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Hugging Arms
Figure 7.13
Figure 7.14
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Seated Backbend
Figure 7.15 Seated Backbend
Setup
Sit tall in Seated Mountain pose: sitting slightly forward of the back of your chair, feet hip-width apart on the ground (or a prop).
Movement
Remember
Caution
Week 4: Balance Poses to Boost Strength and Reduce Fall Risk
Continuing to challenge and build our ability to balance is important across the life span, especially as many older adults find that balance worsens with time. Metaphorically, staying balanced in the midst of life’s various challenges requires many frequent, small adjustments. The qualities necessary to balance in yoga postures—getting grounded, finding your center, staying focused, and steadying your mind—can also help you stay balanced in life.
The qualities necessary to balance in yoga postures—getting grounded, finding your center, staying focused, and steadying your mind—can also help you stay balanced in life.
Maintaining the ability to balance can decrease your risk for falls, which are the number-one cause of fractures, hospital admissions for trauma, loss of independence, and injury deaths in older adults.109 The practices introduced in this chapter are designed to help build your strength and enhance your balance.
Functional Benefits of the Balance Practice
Cultivates muscle memory. Intentionally introducing unsteady situations in which the body has to find its balance helps train the musculature that keeps the body upright.
Boosts spatial awareness. Balance postures can also refine our proprioception by strengthening the neurological pathways that tell us where our body is in space, boosting our ability to safely maneuver through our environment.
Enhances confidence. Seeing positive effects over time in your ability to balance can decrease both fear of falling and unnecessary activity restriction.
As a reminder, you can download audio for this week’s practice at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Tree
Figure 8.1
Figure 8.2
Setup
Stand beside your chair close enough to lightly touch the back of the chair for support. Position your feet hip-width apart, and snuggle your soles into the ground.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Palm Tree
Figure 8.3 Palm Tree pose
Setup
Stand behind your chair close enough to lightly touch the back of the chair for support. Position your feet hip-width apart, and feel the ground beneath your feet.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Warrior 3
Figure 8.4
Figure 8.5
Figure 8.6
Figure 8.7
Setup
Stand behind your chair close enough to lightly hold on to the back of the chair for support. Position your feet hip-width apart, and feel the ground beneath your feet.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Eagle
Figure 8.8
Figure 8.9
Setup
Stand behind or beside your chair close enough to lightly hold on to the back of the chair for support. Position your feet hip-width apart, and feel the ground beneath your feet.
Movement
Remember
Tight Rope
Figure 8.10 Tight Rope pose
Setup
Stand beside your chair close enough to lightly hold on to the back of the chair for support. Position your feet hip-width apart, and feel the ground beneath your feet.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Week 5: Back Strengthening to Support Healthy Posture
Finding ways to keep your back strong as you age is important. Metaphorically, having a strong back allows us to be in the world with a sense of dignity and elegance. Physically, having a weak back contributes to back pain and a corresponding decreased ability to engage in meaningful activities. In fact, back pain is one of our society’s most common medical problems.110 The practices introduced in this chapter are designed to strengthen your back so you can enjoy healthy posture, decreased pain, and fuller participation in life.
Having a strong back allows us to be in the world with a sense of dignity and elegance.
Functional Benefits of the Back-Strengthening Practice
Strengthens weak muscles. Practicing sustained backbends can recondition the muscles of the back body that tend to get weak with disuse.
Enables prolonged activities. Having a strong back can make it more comfortable to sit through a grandchild’s soccer game or the symphony, stargaze, or take a nice stroll through your favorite park.
Counters the tendency to slump. Back-strengthening postures also stretch and lengthen the front of the body, countering the tendency to slump forward and creating more space for the organs of respiration, circulation, and digestion.
As a reminder, you can download audio for week 5’s practice at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Supple Spine Flow
Figure 9.1
Figure 9.2
Setup
Come down onto your hands and knees on a mat or soft carpet. In this table-top position, place your hands under your shoulders and your knees under your hips. Feel free to cushion your wrists and/or your knees with a folded towel or other prop.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Crocodile
Figure 9.3 Crocodile pose
Setup
Come down to rest on your belly. Bend your elbows and stack your hands to make a little pillow for your head, turning your neck so that your cheek or your ear rests on the back of your hands. If it’s uncomfortable to turn your head in this position, please rest your forehead or chin on the back of your hands (see figure 9.3).
Movement
Remember
Sphinx
Figure 9.4 Sphinx pose
Setup
Rest on your belly. Place your elbows under your shoulders and bring your forearms parallel to each other with your palms on the ground.
Movement
Remember
Baby Cobra
Figure 9.5 Baby Cobra pose
Setup
Rest on your belly with your elbows bent, one hand placed on top of the other as in Crocodile pose. Rest your cheek, chin, or forehead on the back of your stacked hands. Pause here and take several belly-focused breaths.
Movement
Remember
Locust
Figure 9.6 Locust pose
Setup
Lie on your belly with your elbows bent and your cheek, chin, or forehead resting on your stacked palms. Pause here and take a few belly-focused breaths.
Movement
Remember
Bridge
Figure 9.7 Bridge pose
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent. Place your feet flat on the ground and hip-width apart. Rest your arms at your sides, palms down. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Knees to Chest
Figure 9.8 Knees-to-Chest pose
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent, feet flat on the ground, and arms at your sides. If your chin is higher than your forehead, place a folded blanket or towel behind your head so that your chin is at the same level—or slightly below—your forehead. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Week 6: Core Strengthening to Enhance Spinal Health
Discovering strength in our center, in our core, is desirable for various reasons. Metaphorically, feeling strong and steady in our center helps us stay focused and connected to our inner resources. Physically, feeling strong in our core helps maintain spinal and functional health. Balanced core strength includes more than sit-ups, which tend to mostly strengthen the superficial abdominal muscles. True core strength focuses on the deeper layers of abdominal muscles in the front of the belly and the sides of the torso, as well as the muscles that support the spine and pelvis. The practices introduced in this chapter are designed to help you build strength in your core to enliven your center.
Practicing the art of welcoming whatever arises, even if it’s something difficult—such as a physical or emotional pain—can be essential to finding freedom from suffering.
Functional Benefits of the Core-Strengthening Practice
Relieves back pain. A strong core provides a healthy foundation for all the body’s movements and is a key component in relieving back pain.
Builds strength required for daily activities. Maintaining core strength allows us to continue participating in many of our daily activities, such as tying our shoes, dressing, housecleaning, and cooking.
Expands the potential for recreation. Many of our recreational pleasures—golfing, gardening, tennis, and physical intimacy—are all supported by good core strength.
As a reminder, you can download audio for week 6’s practice at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Royal Cough
Figure 10.1 Royal Cough pose
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent, feet flat on the ground, and arms at your sides. If your chin is higher than your forehead, place a folded blanket or towel behind your head so that your chin is at the same level or slightly below your forehead. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
One-Legged Bicycle
Figure 10.2
Figure 10.3
Figure 10.4
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent, feet flat on the ground and hip-width apart. Position your head so that your neck maintains its natural curve. Place your arms along your sides, palms down. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Lake Mudra
Figure 10.5 Lake Mudra pose
Setup
Lie on your back with your knees bent, feet flat on the ground about hip-width apart. Extend your arms down by your sides with your palms facing your thighs. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Spinal Balance
Figure 10.6
Figure 10.7
Figure 10.8
Setup
Come onto your hands and knees on a mat or soft carpet. In this tabletop position, place your hands under your shoulders and your knees under your hips. Feel free to cushion your wrists and/or your knees with a folded towel or other prop. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Plank Progression
Figure 10.9
Figure 10.10
Figure 10.11
Setup
Come onto your hands and knees on a mat or soft carpet. Lower your forearms to the ground, with your elbows under your shoulders. Interlace your fingers and create a tripod of support. Tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Additional Practices to Enhance Vigor and Relaxation
Now that you’ve spent six weeks learning to Relax into Yoga, you might enjoy trying the following sequences for more challenge and variety. You can repeat one of these flowing sequences multiple times to build endurance and invigorate your body. Although both the flowing sequences as well as the relaxation sequence could be done as a stand-alone, focused practice, we recommend warming up with the practices from week 1 (Three-Part Breath and Range-of-Motion Sequence) and finishing with Relaxation pose.
As a reminder, you can download audio for these additional practices at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Flowing Sequences to Build Endurance and Enhance Vigor
Please recognize that yoga is not just about training your body—you are also training your mind.
Functional Benefits of the Flowing Sequences
Sun Salutation at the Wall
Figure 11.1
Figure 11.2
Figure 11.3
Figure 11.4
Figure 11.5
Figure 11.6
Figure 11.7
Figure 11.8
Figure 11.9
Figure 11.10
Setup
Stand tall facing a wall in Mountain pose, with your toes several inches from the wall (see figure 11.1). Feel the four corners of your feet anchor firmly into the ground. Slightly drop your tailbone, engage your belly, and lift your heart. Feel your breath.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Crane to Crescent
Figure 11.11
Figure 11.12
Figure 11.13
Figure 11.14
Setup
Stand beside a chair close enough that you can hold on to the back of the chair for support, if necessary. Stand tall in Mountain pose.
Movement
Remember
Chair Flow
Figure 11.15
Figure 11.16
Figure 11.17
Figure 11.18
Figure 11.19
-->
Figure 11.20
Setup
Stand tall in Mountain pose.
Movement
Remember
Quieting Practices to Stretch and Relax
Relax into Yoga cultivates the critical counterbalance of undoing, of slowing down, of savoring the moment and knowing more fully what life is presenting right now .
Functional Benefits of the Quieting Practices
Hand to Big Toe
Figure 11.21
Figure 11.22
Figure 11.23
Setup
Rest on your back with your knees bent and the soles of your feet flat on the ground. Have a strap nearby. Bring your arms alongside your body, palms down, and tune in to your breath.
Movement
Remember
Supine Bound Angle
Figure 11.24
Figure 11.25
Setup
Rest on your back with your knees bent and the soles of your feet flat on the ground. You may want to have a couple of pillows nearby.
Movement
Remember
Legs on a Chair
Figure 11.26 Legs on a Chair pose
Setup
Rest on your back with your knees bent, feet flat on the ground, near a stable chair.
Movement
Remember
Caution
Continuing Your Journey
Now that you have completed six-plus weeks of Relax into Yoga, your practice can become even more interesting as you explore different ways to build your own personalized program. Every day you might choose a different kind of practice to nourish and support yourself, depending on how you are feeling and what is going on in your life. Some days you may feel quite energetic, and a more vigorous practice will serve you best. Other days, you may feel less lively or even fatigued; on these days, you may want a quieter practice that will help you connect with, and gently tend to, your body. Or you may want a practice that includes both quieting postures and a few invigorating poses to enliven your energies. There can also be days when you feel tense or not very grounded. For these days, you may choose a practice that will help you release tension and bring a sense of stability.
Rather than mindlessly moving through life, yoga asks us to be present, pay attention, notice that which is harmful (movements, attitudes, and behaviors) and instead choose that which is supportive.
To get you started, we have included some suggested sequences drawn from the postures you have been practicing. Once you’re familiar with these sequences, feel free to be creative by designing your own practice, considering what serves you best. We encourage you to always start with the Foundational Practice to warm up (Three Part Breath and Range-of-Motion Sequence), then do postures from weeks 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, then end with Relaxation (page 84). Weeks 2 through 6 can be considered an à la carte menu: choose what most appeals to you and your body. In this analogy, the Foundational Practice is like the appetizer that stimulates your taste buds in preparation for your meal. The Relaxation pose is the postmeal phase of digesting and integrating the nourishment of your practice. Enjoy.
For your convenience, the instructions and illustrations for the selected poses have been bundled by sequence in individual packets that are available for download at http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 .
Rise and Shine
This morning practice is designed to wake up the body and mind and get them ready for the day ahead.
Wind Down
This evening practice is designed to prepare you for deep, restorative rest.
Midday Rejuvenation
This is an invigorating practice that will help to enliven your energies.
Short and Empowering
Don’t let this brief practice deceive you—it can be energizing and very strengthening.
Short and Sweet
This brief, gentle practice is perfect for times when your body needs extra TLC.
Extended Exploration
When you have the luxury of time, this practice is a very thorough one.
The philosopher George Santayana wrote, “Spirit can enter a human being perhaps better in the quiet of old age and dwell there more undisturbed than in the turmoil of adventure.” Santayana’s statement reflects the widespread recognition among diverse cultures that as human life advances through age-related phases, the process is accompanied by special growth opportunities. This truth is also highlighted in the ancient yogic texts, which describe “the four stages of life” (ashramas ). The stages are student, householder, retirement, and renunciation. According to yoga philosophy, retirement is an opportunity for individuals to hand over household responsibilities to the next generation and to gradually transition from a lifestyle focused on income, security, and material pleasure to one that emphasizes a deepening of spiritual practices. Ultimately, as physical abilities decrease with age, individuals ideally enter the stage in which they renounce all other pursuits and devote themselves fully to cultivating spiritual maturity, including profound peace of mind.
Given this ancient yogic perspective, Kimberly and Carol have crafted their Relax into Yoga program for seniors to not only focus on gentle practice of the physical aspects of yoga but also to foster mindful awareness—bringing careful moment-to-moment attention to the full range of experience, including thoughts, emotional currents, the quality of breath, and sensory feedback from one’s body.
Based on my immersion in the yoga tradition for twenty years as a swami (monk/teacher), followed by twenty-plus years of work as a clinical psychologist and researcher, I am certain that many aspects of yoga practice are readily accessible for most people, regardless of their cultural background, and also quite effective for helping them feel more ease and joy, and to function better despite chronic illness. Rigorous studies that we have published concur with the findings of other scientists: that yoga practices can improve pain, fatigue, emotional distress, sleep disturbances, and other symptoms among people living with conditions such as metastatic cancer, fibromyalgia, chronic low-back pain, and other illnesses.
As a result of this research, many traditional medical institutions—such as the Oregon Health & Science University, where Kimberly and I work—are rapidly integrating yoga into their programs as a complementary therapy. This book will therefore be very useful not only to yoga teachers and older adult yoga practitioners but also to the growing number of psychologists, social workers, physical therapists, and other professionals who are seeking to weave yoga practices into their offerings.
As this expansion of integrative medicine continues, we will hear more and more accounts of the kind of transformation that occurred for one of my patients. Debbie was a sixty-one-year-old registered nurse who had been forced into retirement by a combination of fibromyalgia and low-back pain. She also suffered from persistent anxiety related to her traumatic childhood. However, as she learned to meditate daily and to work mindfully with her breath throughout the day, she found that her pain began to improve and that she could more easily tolerate the pain that persisted. Debbie’s energy level gradually improved, her thoughts were no longer centered on a sense of distress, and ultimately she entered a phase of profound inspiration. She had always had artistic inclinations, but suddenly she found herself producing award-winning sculptures and jewelry. She has now launched a very successful second career and feels very grateful for what she has gained from her yoga practices. As you develop on your yoga journey, my hope is that you too will find rich benefit in your practices and relax into yoga.
—JIM CARSON, PHDASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENTS OF ANESTHESIOLOGY & PERIOPERATIVE MEDICINE AND PSYCHIATRYOREGON HEALTH & SCIENCE UNIVERSITY
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How to Find a Well-Qualified Yoga Teacher
Yoga’s booming popularity has brought with it a huge surge in classes—some of which are taught by instructors with minimal training in yoga and/or the physiology of aging. To gain the benefits of yoga and minimize the risks, be sure you are working with an experienced, well-qualified instructor in a class that is at an appropriate level for your abilities. Ask prospective teachers how long they’ve taught yoga, where they studied, if they have experience teaching older adults, and, equally important, how long they’ve practiced yoga. Authentic yoga instruction is rooted in a teacher’s own yoga practice, and the best yoga teachers live their yoga on and off the mat. You might want to observe a class before you participate, and be sure to communicate with the teacher any health considerations that might affect your practice.
Consider trying classes offered at a hospital wellness center or integrative medicine facility. Many offer general yoga classes as well as classes designed specifically for groups, such as cancer survivors, people with heart disease, or those with arthritis. Yoga studios and senior centers often offer classes designed for “mature” bodies, with names like “Yoga Over 50,” “Gentle Yoga,” or “Senior Yoga.”
In addition, try these resources:
Yoga for Seniors is a network of yoga teachers dedicated to making yoga practices available and appropriate for older adults. Founded by Kimberly Carson and Carol Krucoff, the organization’s mission is to advance the art and science of adapting the yoga practice to older bodies, minds, and spirits. They offer training programs to help yoga teachers learn how to work safely and effectively with older adults, as well as an intensive certification program for yoga teachers who wish to become Certified Integrative Yoga for Seniors Instructors. For more information, and to locate a graduate in your area, please visit http://www.yoga4seniors.com .
The International Association of Yoga Therapists supports research and education in yoga and serves as a professional organization for yoga teachers and yoga therapists worldwide. The organization’s mission is to establish yoga as a recognized and respected therapy. To find a yoga therapist in your area, visit its website, http://www.iayt.org .
The Yoga Alliance is an organization that registers both individual yoga teachers and yoga teacher-training programs (schools) that have complied with minimum educational standards. For referrals to yoga instructors in your area, visit its website, http://www.yogaalliance.org .
How to Find Trusted Medical Information
The Internet offers a wealth of medical information—some excellent and some completely false. To find reputable information, look for sites sponsored by the federal government (ending in .gov), educational institutions (ending in .edu), or professional organizations (ending in .org). Be cautious of sites with a monetary agenda—that is, those that sell products or services that stand to benefit from information the sites provide.
Here are a few trusted sites:
Medline Plus: The National Institutes of Health’s website for patients, their families, and their friends offers information about diseases, conditions, and wellness issues in many languages. You can find out about latest treatments, get information about medications, and view medical videos and illustrations. https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus .
HealthFinder: This federal government website is managed by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and offers resources on a wide range of health topics selected from about 1,400 government and nonprofit organizations. Its mission is “to bring you the best, most reliable health information on the Internet.” http://www.healthfinder.gov .
PubMed: A service of the National Library of Medicine and the National Institutes of Health, this site includes more than 25 million citations from MEDLINE and other life science journals for biomedical articles dating back to the 1950s. PubMed includes links to full text articles and other related resources. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/ .
How to Get the Accessories for Your Book
The audio recordings, printable copies of the sequences, Teacher’s Guide, and other online materials for this book are available for free at the publisher’s website: http://www.newharbinger.com/33643 . If you’re having trouble using that site, just visit http://www.newharbinger.com/book-accessories for a step-by-step guide to registering your book. Then you can download these helpful materials onto your computer, tablet, and/or smartphone.
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About Our Relax into Yoga Models
Jim Carson, PhD , sixty-four, is a clinical psychologist and a former swami (monk) in the yoga tradition. He weaves the practice of meditation into his work in helping individuals cope with chronic medical illnesses such as cancer, fibromyalgia, and low-back pain. He has published several studies documenting the positive impact of yoga and meditation on persistent pain, fatigue, and emotional distress. Jim says, “The deep joy and peace that arises in my daily practice continues to be the bedrock of my life.”
Lillian “Liz” Downey , seventy-one, is a retired financial-aid administrator and adjunct lecturer. She has been a yoga student in the senior yoga class at the Durham Center for Senior Life for several years, and she says that the practice of yoga has helped relieve a knee problem and also has been an ongoing form of exercise for good health. She is inspired by deep meditation and overall well-being of body and mind.
Cynthia Ferebee , sixty-eight, began studying and practicing yoga in 2009 after retiring from teaching in the public school system for more than thirty-five years. She now teaches beginning yoga at the Durham Center for Senior Life. Yoga has helped Cynthia manage and decrease the pain associated with arthritis and other common ailments that come with aging. Cynthia is dedicated to helping other seniors acquire and maintain greater flexibility and peace of mind through a consistent yoga practice that includes meditation, breathing exercises, and body posturing.
Len Ludwig , seventy-eight, is a semiretired owner/executive of an equipment financing company. His engineering and finance background trained him to think very logically, and he says he has “been constantly amazed at the whole new world opened up to me, starting about one year ago, with a class about mindfulness.” As a result of practicing what he has learned in this new dimension, he reports improvements in his breathing, relaxation, flexibility, and general well-being. He looks forward to learning more.
Mary Jane Ott , seventy, retired after fifty years in the field of nursing, forty of which she worked and taught as a nurse practitioner in a variety of clinical settings. She continues to consult as an integrative nurse coach and to offer yoga and meditation classes. Mary Jane enjoys a full and active life with family and friends as she pursues creative, intellectual, and spiritual interests. Living with health challenges from traumatic injuries, she is grateful for her many years of yoga and meditation practices, which continue to be a foundational part of her daily self-care, maximizing her health, spiritual, and functional abilities.
Bruce E. Reavis , sixty-eight, was involved in a severe motorcycle accident after retiring as a career counselor for the state of North Carolina and as a fitness coordinator. He sustained several broken bones in his leg, arm, shoulder, and pelvis that required multiple operations. Along with prescribed physical therapy, Bruce included yoga in his regimen. Just when his dedication to yoga began to give him greater flexibility, he was diagnosed with stage IV lymphoma. It did not devastate him. He continued his yoga practice through the chemo treatments, and the lymphoma has been in remission since 2013. Although he is living with cardiac issues, he attributes his ability to maintain a positive outlook to his yoga experience and his belief in a gracious God.
Jane Wachsler , seventy-eight, was born in the Midwest, graduated with a teaching degree from the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor, and spent the next few years teaching children with special needs. After raising her three daughters, she worked for the Metropolitan Museum of Art in a program that served the needs of children and adults with multiple disabilities. She left the museum after thirty-three years to care for her husband, who had Parkinson’s disease, and they moved from the East Coast to the West Coast to be with their grandchildren. After her husband died, Jane was diagnosed with breast cancer; she has recovered well and is traveling as much as possible.
Kathy Williams , fifty-nine, is a retired teacher/counselor who worked in the Durham, North Carolina, public schools. After retirement, she made a commitment to “live.” One part of that commitment is to practice yoga daily both on and off the mat. She has found that practicing yoga every day has helped her live a holistic and healthy lifestyle. She is more relaxed, breathes slower, has increased energy, sleeps better, eats healthier, and has better balance and flexibility. Since Kathy started practicing yoga, her sinus problems have decreased tremendously. And, “More important,” she says, “yoga has helped me have peace of mind.” Meditation has enabled her to see things differently, with positive feelings and attitudes.
Kimberly Carson, MPH, E-RYT , is a health educator at Oregon Health & Science University (OHSU) in Portland, OR, specializing in the therapeutic use of yoga and mindfulness meditation for seniors and people with medical challenges. She currently offers classes to cardiac, oncology, and chronic pain patients. Kimberly has developed and taught yoga programs being researched at Duke University Medical Center and OHSU. The Yoga of Awareness program, developed by Kimberly and her husband Jim, has been shown in research trials to significantly reduce pain and fatigue in women with metastatic breast cancer, breast cancer survivors, as well as women with fibromyalgia. For more information, please visit her website at www.mindfulyogaworks.com .
Carol Krucoff, E-RYT , is a yoga teacher at Duke Integrative Medicine in Durham, NC, where she specializes in therapeutic applications of yoga for people with health challenges. An award-winning health journalist, Carol served as founding editor of The Washington Post ’s Health Section, and her articles have appeared in numerous national publications, including The New York Times , Yoga Journal , and Reader’s Digest . She is author of several books, including Yoga Sparks and Healing Yoga for Neck and Shoulder Pain , and is creator of the audio home-practice CD, Healing Moves Yoga . For more information, please visit her website at www.healingmoves.com .
Kimberly and Carol are codirectors of Yoga for Seniors , a network of yoga teachers dedicated to making yoga practices appropriate and available for older adults. They are codirectors of Integrative Yoga for Seniors Professional Training , and cocreators of the DVD, Relax into Yoga for Seniors . For more information, please visit their website at www.yoga4seniors.com .
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Afterword writer Jim Carson, PhD , is a longtime student of Swami Muktananda. He is a former yogic monk who has taught the practices and philosophy of yoga worldwide for over thirty years. Now a clinical health psychologist and associate professor of anesthesiology at Oregon Health & Science University (OHSU), Jim is applying his expertise to the development and evaluation of yoga and meditation-based clinical treatments. He has worked extensively with patients suffering from persistent pain, including those with cancer, fibromyalgia, and multiple sclerosis. While Jim was on faculty at Duke University, he and his wife Kimberly developed the Yoga of Awareness program, and completed research trials with metastatic breast cancer patients and survivors of early-stage breast cancer. During his tenure at OHSU, a successful research trial has been completed using Yoga of Awareness for fibromyalgia. Jim and Kimberly together developed the first mindfulness program for couples, as well as the first loving-kindness meditation program for medical patients.
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