
            a new breed   of athletes
Yoga asana Competition: 
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            a new breed   of athletes

Yoga turns 
competitive, with  

life-changing results  

By marina Chetner

Joseph Encinia is in Chile and in good 
spirits. Proposing two days ago to his 
girlfriend at her family’s home in Santiago 
could have something to do with it (she 
said yes). “It’s a symbol of always staying 
on the right path,” he says about taking the 
plunge. “It’s just like practising yoga asana 
(postures) – you have to make a consistent 
effort to achieve great results. My life is 
entering a new chapter.” In Encinia’s book, 
each chapter is symbolic of the positive 
turns his life has taken since entering his 
first yoga competition. Transforming from 
a sickly teenager on a buffet of meds, to a 
healthy and fit twenty-something world 
yoga asana champion making life-changing 
propositions on the other side of the world, 
Encinia has every reason to feel good.

“Ten years ago, I never thought I would 
ever be in the physical shape I am in now,” 
says Encinia. He remembers his first Bikram 
yoga class to the day – it was May 11, 2005 and 
he was a chubby 19-year-old college kid who 
simply wanted to get healthy. “After knee 
surgery at eleven I stopped playing. I stopped 
going outside…” As a teen, he endured a heart 
attack, suffered from rheumatoid arthritis 
and was prescribed five pills a day.

 A few months into his yoga practice, 
Encinia’s weight and joint swelling decreased. 
At 168cm, he used to weigh 79kg – now he’s 
a steady 63.5kg with 10 per cent body fat. A 
workshop led by a US yoga champion Esak 2011 World Yoga Asana Champion Joseph Encinia: “If it wasn’t for 

yoga competition, I never would have a gained a new lease on life”
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PERFORMANCE TRAINING TIPS 
by the athletes
ZEb HOMISON, 30

Have a consistent yoga practice. “Your daily practice is going 
to give you the mindfulness, the awareness, needed to perform 
on stage. During a performance, you are hyper-aware of what’s 
going on, in and around you. A regular yoga practice provides  
a foundation to help focus that intensity.”
Practise moderation. “Don’t burn yourself out. It’s a yoga 
practice so take it easy. Take your time to work on advanced 
postures – the minute you start forcing, you’re really not  
doing yoga anymore.”
 

JARED McCANN, 33

Practise quality, not quantity. “Over time, I’ve realised my 
training style is more about doing two or three of the same 
pose and holding it for a long period of time. by breathing  
into the pose, I am really aware of where things are stuck,  
and where things are open.”
Find a coach/teacher. McCann suggests finding a good bikram 
teacher to help you with postures. “Find someone who is 
walking the walk and learn from them. Energetically, that  
will help your practice.”
 

JOSEPH ENCINIA, 28

Be patient. In 2007, Encinia overtrained and threw his back  
out a week before the competition. “Your mind might be  
saying yes, but if your body says no, listen to your body.”
Visualisation. Encinia practises yoga blindfolded under the 
watch of a yoga teacher. “It helps my concentration and  
I have a mental image of how the posture looks.”
Technology as education. Watch YouTube videos of  
yoga competitors and learn from their routines – how  
they enter the posture, hold it in stillness and transition.

Zeb homison has 
placed in three 
consecutive 
world 
championships

Garcia inspired him to enter the upcoming Texas regional competition. “I was 
pretty pumped in my first year of yoga; I had this joy for having some physical 
ability,” Encinia says. “It was the first time I could participate in an athletic 
event.” He came last but continued to train with his yoga teachers, becoming  
a qualified Bikram yoga teacher in the process.

 Five years later, Encinia was performing at a peak level – he won the 
title of men’s 2011 World Yoga Asana Champion. “If it wasn’t for yoga 
competition, I never would have gained a new lease on life,” he says.

yoga aSana comPETITIon

The yoga stereotype goes something like this: granola-crunching, lululemon-
wearing, om-chanting tree-huggers. If that’s the case, then yoga competitors 
hardly fit the mould.  They’re more like world-class athletes, training for 
hours a day, eating an energy-fuelled diet and talking about stuff like being 
in the “zone”. While it’s been well documented to supplement other sports 
– Wimbledon Champion Andy Murray swears by hot yoga; AFL teams 
practise yoga for recovery after game day – the concept of yoga as a sport is 

relatively new. Though yoga competition hasn’t hit the 
mainstream just yet, these athletes have been training 
for years to reach the level of world champion. 

comPETITIon STrucTurE

The US has been running yoga competitions for 
a decade, spearheaded by five-time All-India 
Yoga Asana Champion Rajashree Choudhury, 
who was nine years old when she won her first 
title. In India, yoga competition is part of the 
culture and considered a way to inspire others 
in their practices.Today, Choudhury is a based 
in Los Angeles, having relocated after marrying 
Bikram Choudhury of Bikram yoga fame, and is 
a public speaker, advocate for women’s causes, 
and a yoga teacher. Like Encinia, she too credits 
yoga competition with charting her course in 
life: “I would not be involved in yoga if I didn’t 
do competition,” she says. Motivated to increase 
the awareness of yoga’s positive health benefits 
within the community at large, she started two 
non-profit organisations: International Yoga 
Sports Federation (IYSF) and United States Yoga 
Federation (also known as USA Yoga).

IYSF is headquartered in Switzerland, with an 
office in the US, and coordinates the annual World 
Championship. It seeks to be the overarching 
governing body for the sport of yoga asana, and is 
the umbrella organisation for individual country 
member federations, including USA Yoga, 
Yoga Sports Association Australia and Yoga 
Sports Federation of Ireland. Each country is 
responsible for coordinating its own regional and 
national competitions and sending top-ranking 
athletes to the Worlds. Competitions are open 
to practitioners of any style of yoga, and the rules 
follow the Hatha yoga tradition. IYSF Secretary 
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FIVE COACHING TIPS  
by yoga coach Mary Jarvis

You need a back bend but you cannot force  
it when training. Take the time to do this 
correctly.

Start with developing a flexible spine in  
all directions before you begin to handstand 
and arm balance. 

Find someone patient to train you. The body 
opens up fraction of an inch by a fraction of 
an inch – don’t force it.

When you start training, I recommend taking 
a daily 90-minute bikram beginner’s series 
yoga class for its emphasis on holding 
postures in stillness (that is, it’s not a flow 
yoga class). It keeps the lactic acid from 
building up in your body, which means you  
will not be as sore from extra training.

You have to make time in the day to train. 
Progress has a graceful cumulative effect  
on the body. You cannot just train a month 
before a championship – the body does not 
open up that way, and doing so will only  
result in injuries.

“ Competition gives me  
a goal to work towards.  
it’s about me giving my  
best at that time”

Jared mcCann(left) is the 2103-2014  
World Yoga asana Champion

General and 2008 Olympic gymnast Raj Bhavsar explains: “The 
essence of sport is physical demand, a dedication to extensive 
training, performance readiness, combined with a certain level 
of mental tenacity – yoga ticks all four boxes.” He continues, “By 
educating others, the difference between yoga as a sport and yoga as 
a whole is becoming clearer. In yoga asana competition, we are not 
judging anyone’s spiritual states.The asana, or posture, is evaluated 
for technical merit only.” 

IYSF judges are educated by their India Chapter counterparts 
on how to award marks for balance, strength, flexibility, well-paced 
timing and calm breathing based on solo three-minute presentations 
of seven postures (five compulsory and two advanced), performed 
in complete silence. Points are deducted for instability, lack of 
proper alignment, forced breathing, falling out of a posture and 
other factors. What sets yoga apart from other sports is the athlete’s 
unwavering ability to hold postures in stillness.

As the sport grows, the rules evolve. For example, a few months 
ago it was announced that former world champions could compete 
again, where previously this was not allowed on any level.

comPETITIon TraInIng

The 2013 IYSF World Championship drew 99 athletes from 26 
countries, the largest event yet. The first few years of competition 
primarily drew Bikram practitioners from a handful of countries, 
though as awareness has grown, participation has increased amongst 
other yoga schools.

The current men’s world yoga champion, Jared McCann,from 
New York, is not tied to any one yoga school – he practices Dharma 
Mittra, Ashtanga, Iyengar, Forrest and Bikram – and has 
entered competition for seven years.“When I took my first 
yoga class, the practice felt familiar in my body,” explains 
McCann. “Competition gives me a motivational kick in class 
every day; it gives me a goal to work towards. It’s about me 
giving my best yoga presentation at that time.”

A former runner, McCann hasn’t pounded the 
pavement or entered a gym since starting yoga in 2005. 
He takes class daily and loves practising inversion 
postures, handstands and forearm stands. He cultivated 
his competitive edge by turning his practice inward – 
“Dharma Mittra helped me connect with my heart and 
get out of my head” – and after meeting yoga coach Mary 
Jarvis in 2012. “That was the first time I really trained 
for competition. For one month, I did the ‘Mary Jarvis’ 
– 30 back bend wall walks, 25 Standing Bows, 10 Camels,  
30 lunges, handstand push-ups, pike press-ups and the 
whole bag of tricks she assigned to me. She’s a master.” As  
a consequence, he changed his practice and fine-tuned his form.

Like McCann, Zeb Homison has competed for seven years.  
He’s placed in three consecutive Worlds since 2010, and Jarvis has 
coached him for almost five years. “Zeb’s body was so stiff and tight when  
I first met him,” Jarvis recalls. “Imagine a Heath Bar [an American toffee 
and chocolate bar] doing a back bend....!” 

“Mary always says that you have to learn how to back bend before you 
can arm balance; you have to learn how to back bend before you’re really 
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good at forward bending,” says Homison. Although she’s based in 
another state, the two meet regularly; in between, Homison sends 
videos and photos for her critique. “I spend a lot of time working on 
my yoga practice. I train anywhere from four to eight hours a day,” 
he says. This includes taking a daily Bikram class and dedicating time 
to specific drills and refining poses: lunges, backbend wall walks, 
handstand push-ups and repetitions of advanced postures.

A couple of years prior to winning the world championship, Encinia 
relocated from Texas to California, to be coached by yoga teacher Jim 
Kallet.“Having a coach meant I was accountable to someone,” says 
Encinia. “Jim helped rein my senses in. He trained me to be a champion 
before I even walked on stage. The asana practice – well, that just came 
with it.” A typical training day meant an eight-hour combination of 
yoga postures, strength training including squats, dips, sit-ups, diamond 
push-ups and meditation exercises.

Since being awarded the world title a few years ago, Encinia has 
been teaching yoga to adults and kids, and running workshops around 
the world; he’s also anambassador to brands including Indo Board, 
Hydro Flask and ZICO coconut water. Now that the rules allow 
champions to compete again, he’s pumped to start training: “When 
I wasn’t competing, I lost shape and developed a few bad habits. 
Competition helps me organise my life and it’s the drive that pushes 
me to achieve the ultimate healthy body and mind.”

Good luck, guys! London’s calling for the 2014 Worlds.   

The 2014 Australian National Yoga Asana Championship took place place at 
the Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre on February 9, 2014. At the 
time of writing, the top-placing athletes were set to compete at the three-day 
IYSF World Yoga Asana Championship in London, starting May 30, 2014.

“i would not be involved in  
yoga if i didn’t do competition”

COMPETITION bASICS
THE ROUTINE

The five compulsory postures include Standing 
Head to Knee, Standing bow Pulling, Floor bow, 
Rabbit and Stretching (these are all part of the 
bikram beginning posture series). Two advanced 
postures are chosen at the discretion of the 
athlete such as the popular Scorpion and Peacock 
poses. A comprehensive list can be found at  
i.yogasportsfederation.org/resources/athletes/.

COMPETING FOR AUSTRALIA

Australia has been participating in yoga 
championships since 2004 and runs state  
and national competitions annually, comprised  
of youth (11-17 years) and adult (18-54 years) 
divisions. The 2013 IYSF World Yoga Asana 
Championship was the first time that Australia’s 
men’s division was represented at a global level.

 
For Australians who are interested in competition, 
contact YSAA Secretary Michael Houghton at  
info@ysaa.com.au, or visit ysaa.com.au.

“ Competition is the drive that pushes me to 
achieve the ultimate healthy body and mind”

Encinia in Scorpion Pose 
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