Special Report MAYO CLINIC

Supplement to MAYO CLINIC HEALTH LETTER OCTOBER 2009

Yoga and tai chi

Pathways to health and wholeness

Imagine that you found something you could do for about 20 min-
utes each morning that reduced stress and gave you a deep sense
of calm and peace.

At the same time, this calming activity also helped you build
strength, stay limber, improve your balance and other aspects of your
health, such as immune function and blood pressure.

The greal news is that several pathways to this kind of inner
and outer balance already exist. They have been developed and
refined through practices over many centuries and include:

B Yoga

m Tai chi (TIE-chee}

To many adults in America, these activities may sound strange
and foreign. But to many in China and India — and increasingly in
the United States — these activities are simply an efficient, low-
impact way to maintain mental clarity and physical fitness.

Just as you might venture away from vour normal diet to try
cuisine from a different culture, it may be worth vour time to try a
form of exercise and relaxation from a different culture. As with new
foads, you may find something with voga or tai chi that you like —
and that enhances your health, your enjoyment of life and your abil-
ity to connect with yourself and everything around you. Practicing
in a group also can give you a sense of community that bonds you
to other people, which may be beneficial to your health.

Yoga and tai chi classes that teach the arl of breathing, medita-
tion and posing are offered nearly everywhere — from trendy health
clubs in big cities to community education classes in small towns.
If you're looking for more do-it-yourself techniques for a calmer, more
peaceful attitude, you may wish to give one of these classes a try.

All-inclusive exercise

The February 2009 Special Report on “Lifelong exercise” cov-
ered five different and important kinds of exercise — aerobic, strength
training, core stability, flexibility and balance. An important advan-
tage of practices such as yoga and tai chi is that they bring these ele-
ments together into a unified form of exercise.

For instance, as you age, you may stop using vour arms above
your head. Practicing tai chi involves moving your arms above your
head. Likewise, as you've aged you may have developed a narrow-
er stance. Tai chi involves a conscious awareness of your stance,
alignment and balance, with attention to footwaork so that you know
at all times where your feet are in relation to your body. #
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Tips for safe yoga

Check with your doctor before
starting a new yoga program.
This is especially important if
you have certain health condi-
tions, such as joint problems.
Also talk to your doctor if you
have had a recent surgery or
medical procedure, or a history
of low back or neck pain. You
may need to avoid certain yoga
positions because of the undue
strain it may cause,

Alsa see your doctor before
you begin yoga if you have any
of the following conditions or
situations, since complications
Cam arise:!

m High blood pressure
that's difficult to control

B A risk of blood clots

B Eye conditions, including
glaucoma

B Osteoporosis

® Arificial joints

Experts have identified
maodifications to certain yoga
poses for people who have
arthritis or other health condi-
tions, These adaptations can be
as simple as modifying a move
so that it can be done while
sifting in a chair.

If you decide to take a yoga
class, let your teacher know
about any injuries or health
challenges you have so that
your practice can be modified
accordingly. Combining your
regular home practice with a
weekly yoga class enables a
teacher to oversee your efforts.

Don't ignore pain, It's your
body's way of warning you that
you're doing too much. Learn
to distinguish between pain
and discomfort.

Practiced on a reguiar basis, routines such as yoga and tai chi may
help reverse some of the changes of aging — such as restricted and
narrower movements — and help vou to develop a renewed sense of
halance and stability.

The benefits

People come to practices such as yoga and tai chi for different rea-
sons. Some are simply curious. Some seek a broadening of their expe-
rience. Others are looking for specific health benefits.

Practicing these arts has been shown to lead to improved health. Cer-
tain benefits — particularly in stress reduction — can be seen in as lit-
tle as one day. In fact, stress reduction and inner calm are important early
gains that may both attract you to the practice and sustain your interest
in continuing on a regular basis.

Within the first few days of these practices, some people report bet-
ter sleep and improvements in digestive health — such as better bowel
function and decreased constipation. You may start to notice other sig-
nificant benefits after about 10 to 12 weeks of regular practice.

A study of yoga and people who experience migraines found that
those doing yoga had less frequent and less intense headaches than
did those taking medication. In addition, those who practiced yvoga expe-
rienced improvement in anxiety and depression. Yoga and tai chi also
have other potential positive effects, including improved bone density,
cardiovascular health and lowered biood pressure.

Typically, 20 to 40 minutes a day can provide the majority of the ben-
efits from these practices. This is enough time for your mind to slow down.

You may come to one of these practices looking for specific medical
benefits, but end up also getting a broader and more life-changing expe-
rience. When you adopt practices such as yoga or tai ¢hi with a focused
intent to move forward in your life, it can lead you to a higher state of
balance with the world and with your inner self. This state of adapt-
ability is also called resiliency.

i's said that your perception of the outer warld reflects vour inner
world, and your inner world is influenced by your outer world.

Health and yoga

The word “yoga” comes from the language of the yoga tradition (San-
skrit) and means to yolk or unite. Yoga has been evolving for many cen-
turies and includes a spectrum of physical and mental disciplines.

Hatha yoga is the type of yoga that many people think of when they
hear the word. Hatha yoga unites breathing with physical movement
to create subtle change on all levels of your body. The word *hatha” can
be translated as the union of sun and moon.

Yoga postures can be done in a very rigid, structured manner or in
a more gentle way. If you wish to practice yoga, it’s important to find
what manner best matches your fitness level and health restrictions.

Hatha yoga involves the use of many different body postures — called
asanas — held for various lengths of time and done in a sequence. While
yoga can help you gain flexibility, it's much more than that.

Yoga strengthens and relaxes and can revitalize your mind, body and
spitit. There are three phases to a yoga posture:

e





















