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P
amela Paul’s “When Yoga Hurts” [in 
Time magazine, October 15, 2007] 
makes some valid points, but it also 

contains some questionable statements and 
misconceptions about yoga. If 14,000,000 
Americans are doing yoga, 13,000 injuries 
amount to less than 1/1000. Yoga is safer 
than many other non-contact activities.

We have recently surveyed 33,000 yoga 
teachers and therapists across the world, and 
have found that yes, it is trying too hard that 
causes the most injuries. “Trying too hard” 
is a broad category that includes competitive 
participants as well as overenthusiastic and 
under-trained teachers. But there are other 
important causes for yoga injuries, including 
a shift in who is showing up to large general 
yoga classes with under-trained instructors. 
Participants now include an older group of 
students, and patients are coming to yoga as 
alternative medicine in order to heal. Both 
groups may have pre-existing injuries, or 
be at increased risk for injuries, which may 

only come to light during the physical chal-
lenges of a yoga class. Of the many types 
of yoga available for students, some styles 
place more emphasis on technique, or how 
to do the poses safely and skillfully, than oth-
ers. This factor, combined with the degree of 
training the teacher has had, will greatly in-
fluence the rate of injuries sustained by new 
students.

An even more important point is that 
Paul’s article conveys a basic misconception 
about the essence of physical yoga, and the 
mechanisms by which it improves health 
and fitness. For example, research suggests 
that yoga does promote a healthy weight – 

not by burning calories, but by heightened 
self-awareness, decreased stress, improved 
self-image, and a natural reduction in ap-
petite. Yoga may not produce the sustained 
elevated heart rate that is recommended by 
mainstream fitness guidelines, but its empha-
sis on breathing, stress reduction, and physi-
cal stamina translate into real cardio-respi-
ratory health benefits, from reduced blood 
pressure to improved lung capacity. Finally, 
yoga uses opposing muscles to both resist 
gravity and stabilize the body. Research sug-
gests that this stimulates a beneficial produc-
tion of bone in far greater amounts than oth-
er forms of weight-bearing exercise. At the 
same time, yoga avoids the joint-destructive 
impacts of many activities.

These differences are a strength of yoga, not 
a weakness, but it takes skilled teachers and 
committed students to appreciate these differ-
ences and realize the benefits of yoga.

Paul’s last comment is correct: the ben-
efits of yoga for personal growth have been 
eclipsed by its trendier aspects. That is unfor-
tunate, but it is not inevitable. Our advice is: 
choose your teachers wisely, and listen to the 
wisdom of your own body.
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Choose your 
teachers wisely, and 
listen to the wisdom 
of your own body.


