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Power Yoga: Agility with Attitude
Yoga isn’t just about the lotus position anymore. Now it’s a high-intensity experience designed to work up a sweat and improve strength and flexibility. Athletes swear it improves their performance on the field, but practitioners remain skeptical.

By Barbara Boughton

Sidebar: Power yoga class snapshot
In the summer of 1999, elite runner Nathan Spear was headed for the Olympic trials when his career came to a standstill. While on a practice run in Portland, OR, he was hit by a truck, broke both hips and his pelvis, and sustained a head injury. After four months of rehabilitation, Spear was surprised to hear his doctor recommend yoga to improve his health.

“At the beginning I could hardly sit down on the floor in yoga class without pain,” Spear, 28, said.

But he gradually improved, increasing his strength and flexibility enough to start training again. He went on to take classes in an especially vigorous form of yoga called power yoga, and began running, cycling, and lifting weights. Now aiming for the next Olympic trials, he feels that power yoga has helped him reach his athletic goals-by increasing the flexibility of his joints, teaching him improved concentration, and giving him a workout that conditions his entire body.

Power yoga is a phenomenon that’s been sweeping the U.S. in the past few years, and is catching on among athletes. Competitive runners like Spear, triathletes, professional football players, and basketball players are all adopting it, as are a wide range of other competitive athletes.

But what exactly is power yoga? It’s a type of yoga in which participants move swiftly from one pose to another, stopping for as little as a few seconds in between—poses that frequently require flexibility and significant strength, such as push-ups and handstands. As they strike poses, students often use a breathing technique called pranayama in which the breath passes across the back of the throat like a hiss, a practice that’s supposed to increase concentration, energy, and the ability to do poses. Power yoga has a reputation for being a tough workout, not meant for the couch potato. Some athletes believe it’s the perfect addition to their conditioning regimens. Other sports medicine experts aren’t so sure.

Power yoga is a type of ashtanga yoga, which may be new to the U.S., but is actually a practice that’s thousands of years old in India. The word ashtanga means “eight-limbed.” Ashtanga yoga is a system of eight practices, including moral codes, physical exercises, breathing techniques, and meditation.

Of the many types of yoga that have been developed over the millenia of its existence, hatha yoga emphasizes physical postures (asanas) and exercises, rather than meditation or selfless acts, as the path to pure spirituality. Variations on hatha yoga, including Iyengar, Sivananda, Bikram—all named after a famous teacher or guru of that style—and ashtanga, are the ones most often practiced in the U.S.

K. Pattabhi Jois, a yoga master in India, was the first to teach ashtanga yoga to Westerners in the 1970s, and helped introduce it in the U.S. His system of ashtanga yoga, what’s come to be known as power yoga, is an extremely vigorous approach to the postures and concentrated breath control that’s part of classical ashtanga.

Though its devotees disagree about whether power yoga is truly an aerobic exercise, they say it does provide cardiovascular benefits as well as build muscle strength and increase flexibility.

“It’s a very strong, athletic type of yoga, a hot and sweaty practice,” said yoga teacher and author Beryl Bender Birch, who coined the term “power yoga” and helped popularize the practice in the U.S. Indeed, many yoga studios keep their temperatures high—often around 80°—to encourage sweating that prevents injury, loosens up muscles, and rids the body of toxins, they say.

Bender Birch is the author of Power Yoga (Fireside, 1995), considered by many yoga teachers the bible of American ashtanga yoga, and Beyond Power Yoga (Fireside, 2000). She has tutored many college and professional athletes in power yoga, including basketball players, triathletes, and skiers, and runs the yoga program for the New York Road Runners Club.

A Different Definition of Fitness

Though many people consider athletes to be the epitome of fitness, Bender Birch said most athletes have tight muscles that they haven’t stretched sufficiently or have injured. They often build up muscular strength unevenly-only in body areas that help them in their sport, such as the shoulders or legs.

“Power yoga restores range of motion to those tight muscles and therapeutically realigns the body,” she said. “It exercises all the muscles and joints of the body. Power yoga also builds strength, since the asanas (poses) often require that you support your entire body weight. It increases concentration, and enables an athlete to train harder and at a higher level.”

Despite such claims, and the large numbers of athletes signing up for power yoga classes around the country, not everyone is a fan.

“There is little or no evidence that power yoga improves performance in a high-caliber athlete, especially at the college or professional level,” said sports medicine researcher Jeffrey Ives, PhD, associate professor of exercise and sport sciences at Ithaca College in Ithaca, New York.

“At higher and higher levels of performance an athlete’s fitness level and physiological performance are less important than technical skill and sport-related cognitive and perceptual abilities,” he said.

In a review of the medical literature on mind-body exercise methods published in The Physician and Sportsmedicine in March 2000, Ives found that yoga-although the type of yoga is not often specified in the literature-does reduce stress, decrease hypertension, and has cardiorespiratory benefits, according to recent studies.

“At the same time, it’s unlikely that yoga would help an athlete improve in his sport, unless it taught him a particular skill that he needed,” he said. “For instance if a hurdler was having a hard time getting his leg up over the hurdles, yoga might help improve the flexibility required.”

Other sports medicine professional back Ives up.

“I doubt that yoga would really help an athlete,” said Mark I. Ellen, MD, team physician for the University of Pennsylvania. “The reason is that there’s very little benefit in cross training for athletes. That’s why athletes concentrate on improving the skills of their sport to enhance performance-why skiers race and weight lifters lift.”

Yet some athletes couldn’t disagree more. Hashim Hall, 22, a running back with Portland State University’s football team, began taking power yoga several months ago to increase his flexibility and concentration.

“It’s opened up my hips and has helped me run faster and cut better,” he said. He feels the flexibility and concentration he’s attained through yoga have also helped him prevent injuries. He’s had no groin injuries this year, unlike other years, and he says it’s because of power yoga.

Nikki Taylor, a triathlete, began practicing yoga in 1995, and didn’t expect it would help her athletic performance at all.

“But it actually improved my endurance, my muscular strength, and energy,” she said.

She now teaches a form of power yoga in a small town, Pogosa Springs, CO, where many of her clients are pro mountain bikers, snowboarders, or skiers.

“One of the most important things for athletes is that it gives you the ability to focus, and to control and direct your breath, helping to conserve energy,” she said.

Though scientific studies on yoga are few and far between, at least one study indicates that the controlled breathing of yoga-pranayama-has benefits for athletes. In a study published in the Indian Journal of Medical Research, scientists in India compared the effects of physical exercise and physical exercise plus pranayama during periodic exercise tests. Exercise testing was conducted on 16 athletes at intervals of eight weeks, about eight times in one year during phase I. In phase II of the study, in which only 12 subjects were studied, exercise testing was conducted four times during a second year. In both phases, the pranayama and control group numbers were equal (eight and eight, and six and six).

At the end of phase I, athletes in both groups achieved a higher work rate and a reduction in oxygen consumption during the exercise tests, the scientists said. The experimental group, however, achieved a greater decrease in oxygen consumption than the control group, and also was the only group in which blood lactate levels also decreased, a sign that muscles were taxed significantly less. At the end of phase II, the study revealed similar results. The authors concluded that pranayama should be included in the regular workouts of athletes to improve their performance.

Ives, however, says the evidence in this study does not indicate that pranayama would enhance the athletes’ performance.

“Just because they’re more efficient (in their breathing), does not mean they’re going to win once they’re out on the pavement competing. The question we need to ask is: Are these people winning more? And while there’s no scientific evidence that shows yoga techniques help athletes win, there is considerable evidence that deliberate practice combined with specific exercise training improves performance.”

Yet power yoga is starting to make inroads in the sports medicine community, and some physical therapists and athletic trainers believe it improves athletic skills.

“Yoga stresses your body in a different way than traditional training,” said Geoffrey Kaplan, ATC, PT, assistant athletic trainer for the Tennessee Titans in Nashville. “It’s pretty strenuous.”

Some of Kaplan’s players do yoga regularly, though not power yoga, but he’s familiar with the practice, he said.

“Power yoga could be helpful because it keeps you moving like football, which is a dynamic sport,” he said. “It could also possibly decrease injury if it improved a player’s flexibility.”

Physical therapist Gary Derscheid, PT, ATC, of Arizona Sports Physical Therapy also believes power yoga can increase flexibility and core strength. Some of his clients do power yoga and say it’s helped them increase their strength, power, and endurance on the playing field, he said. He’s also learned power yoga, but recently switched to a more low-key style because he found it too fast-paced.

“Power yoga classes often move so quickly that you can’t get the positions entirely correct, so you don’t gain as much flexibility as in other types of yoga,” he said.

Athletes are often surprised to find out how fast-paced and strenuous power yoga is, and how difficult it is to master, yoga teachers say. Jenny Juffs, who teaches power yoga classes for athletes in Portland and has worked for years as a high school and college volleyball coach, often includes yoga classes in the training regimens she devises for her teams. They discover that the poses are quite difficult at first, she said.

“As a coach I often include yoga with cardiovascular training and plyometrics to improve the players’ flexibility, focus, and balance. Once they start to do yoga, they really figure out that they’re not all that flexible,” Juffs said.

Still, even those who are in poor condition can eventually learn power yoga, Bender Birch said.

“I’ve taught people in wheelchairs and people with cancer to do power yoga,” she said. “You just start very slowly until you master each pose.”

Even an athlete in a beginning class may have to master each pose slowly, Bender Birch said, so many beginning classes actually do not offer a vigorous cardiovascular workout. At the intermediate levels, the class pace increases and the workout is more strenuous.

“Even in power yoga, you can modify any pose to suit the student’s range of motion,” agrees Holiday Johnson, a yoga teacher at Holiday’s Health and Fitness Yoga Center in Portland, OR, who learned the practice from Bender Birch. “The problem comes in when you start to look at the poses as a competition, when you push yourself too far. Even in yoga you can injure yourself by being too aggressive, or not paying attention.”

“It can be easy to hurt yourself in a large power yoga class where everyone is moving very quickly,” said Kay Nickischer, a yoga teacher in Wilmington, DE. “That’s why it’s important that your teacher is qualified.”

Athletes should check out where a yoga teacher has trained, and how long he or she’s been teaching, she said. There’s no nationally accepted certification for yoga teachers. Power yoga is in such demand today that many people teaching it are unqualified, and have learned the art simply in a weekend workshop, yoga teachers say.

Depending on the teacher’s philosophy, an athlete’s power yoga experience can vary widely. Some varieties of power yoga are less fast-paced and strenuous than others, even in advanced classes. The participants pause longer between each pose, and classical ashtanga poses are modified to be less difficult.

“If you practice yoga too hard, it actually does more harm than good,” said Bryan Kest, a yoga teacher from Santa Monica, CA.

Kest is renowned among other yoga teachers, according to an editor at Yoga Journal, and teaches triathletes, Olympians, and pro football and basketball players. His version of power yoga is known for being slower paced than other types, and more accessible to beginners. Yet it is still a demanding workout, he said.

“Power yoga should be challenging, but it should also be a sensitive practice,” he said. 


Barbara Boughton is a freelance writer based in San Francisco. 


Power yoga class snapshot

On a Monday evening, Michael Cooper is preparing to teach his power yoga class at the Yoga Tree in San Francisco. He sits in a wide split, stretching, his gray hair flowing in a ponytail behind him. It is 6 p.m., time for the intermediate class.

“Power yoga can be very vigorous and grueling, but it can also be inclusive,” Cooper said.

Cooper strives to pace each class according to the ability of his students.

“The idea that only the strong survive in power yoga is totally against my philosophy,” he said.

A former competitive gymnast, he began practicing yoga for its spiritual and physical benefits, he said.

In his class, 20 students move from pose to pose, one after the other, holding each pose for 20 to 30 seconds. Push-ups and quick squats are part of the class, as are demanding exercises in which the students jump or step back from a crouched to a lying down (prone) position. Poses also test the students’ flexibility, such as one in which they sit or kneel on one knee and bring the other leg behind them up toward their head, holding it with their hands. Other exercises are gentle stretches, often done sitting down, with legs crossed or open in a split.

The class is quiet, with only the occasional sound of hard breathing, and Cooper’s instructions. Students grimace at times, and sweat as they move through the vigorous exercises.

“There is a definite aerobic quality to power yoga,” Cooper said. “It should be an experience with lots of movement and energy.”

He tells the class, “Every movement you do should be like a flowing dance—a yoga dance.” At the same time, he exhorts them not to push themselves beyond their limits. The students display a wide range of proficiency at power yoga, but all participate fully, doing each pose. Some are clearly more flexible and stronger than others, with years of athletic training under their belts.

Near 7:30, as the class is ending, the students lie down on their mats, covered with blankets, their eyes closed. Cooper passes out eye pillows for the students to place on their brows and turns on the stereo, playing “Amazing Grace.”

After a few minutes, the lights come up, and the students stand, bowing, with their hands clasped in a traditional yoga prayer position. 

“Namaste,” Cooper said, a traditional yoga greeting that means “my soul salutes your soul.”

“Namaste,” the class echoes, and they walk slowly toward the door.

