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Yoga for athletes
Stretch your potential. Marina Chetner explores the world 
of competitive yoga
Yoga helps Wimbledon champion Andy Murray ace his game 
on court; Olympic figure skater Gracie Gold meditates and 
practices deep abdominal breathing before competition. But  
while yoga is largely considered a supplementary practice, 
there’s another group who train for it like any other sport.

Enter yoga athletes. They sweat, work, and practice with 
coaches for hours a day to prepare for regional, national 
and global yoga competitions. If uttering the words 
‘yoga’ and ‘competition’ in the same sentence leaves you 
breathless, please exhale a loud ‘Om’. The focus is on 
healthy competition – that is, focusing on oneself to 
do better and encouraging others to give their best. 
And, later this month, the 11th World Yoga Sports 
Championship takes place in London, breaking its 
decade-long residency on US soil.  

Yoga competition
The UK’s national competition took place on 
February 15, 2014, and the top-placing athletes in 
adult and youth divisions are now preparing for 
the world championships. “Yoga sport started with 
a small group of teachers and students running 
competitions in private studios and has grown to 
now include annual competitions in 26 countries 
with thousands of spectators and athletes 
involved worldwide,” says Lorraine Bell, director 
and teacher at Sohot Bikram Yoga Victoria, and 
founding trustee of UK Yoga Sports Federation. 
Along with other global member federations, 
UKYSF reports to the International Yoga 
Sports Federation, the overarching non-profit 
that runs the world championships, presided 
over by the five-time All-India Yoga Asana 
Champion, Rajashree Choudhury (wife of 
Bikram Choudhury). 

The IYSF encourages practitioners of any 
style to enter the competition. On the 
topic of yoga as a sport, Raj Bhavsar, 
IYSF secretary general and 2008 Olympic 
gymnast, puts it this way: “The essence of 
sport is physical demand, a dedication to 
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extensive training, performance readiness, and a certain level of 
mental tenacity. Yoga ticks all four boxes.” He adds: “In yoga asana 
competition, we are not judging anyone’s spiritual states. The asana, 
or posture, is evaluated for technical merit only.” 

So, what does technical merit mean? In brief, marks are awarded for 
balance, strength, flexibility, well-paced timing, and calm breathing 
based on individual three-minute presentations of seven postures 
(five compulsory and two advanced). Points are deducted for 
instability, lack of proper alignment, forced breathing, or falling 
out of a posture. Athletes are free to choose their two advanced 
postures to demonstrate their extraordinary skill in stillness. Popular 
optionals include one-arm peacock, scorpion, and full standing bow.

As the sport grows, the rules evolve. This year marks the first time 
former world champions will be allowed to defend their international 
title. Additionally, a senior division will be introduced.

Training with champions
Michael Eley, 36, is the men’s 2014 UK champion. His national medal 
tally stands at four; he’s competed for four years. “Yoga is different 
things to different people: a way of relaxing and relieving stress, a 
form of self-directed physiotherapy, a fitness programme, a spiritual 
path, a way of life. It can be a sport too, which fulfils all of those 
different functions,” he says. “I practice yoga every day, sometimes 
two hours, sometimes four or five. I spend extra time concentrating 
on the postures I’ll be required to do in the competition.” His coach 
is 2007 world champion Ky Ha, and while Eley won’t reveal which 
advanced postures he’s working on, he reveals he’s been spending a 
lot of time on backbends and handstands to balance strength and 
flexibility.

There’s a saying, if you need something done, ask a busy person to 
do it. That person would be Sally Miller, 32. There are no shortcuts 
in the training regime of this year’s women’s UK champion, who 
is also coached by Ky Ha. “It doesn’t mean I compare myself to 
everybody else, it just means I work harder on my own self,” she 
says. “Depending on my workload, I usually practice a 90-minute 
Bikram Yoga class in the morning, followed by about 20 to 30 
minutes of stretching and routines. In the evening, at home, I 

do about one to two hours of general stretching, work on my 
compulsory postures, and do handstand homework.” She continues: 
“Twice a week, I do an advanced two-hour yoga class. I also teach 
one-on-one handstand lessons and an acrobatic gymnastics squad 
group. I normally do a really light session on my days off because 
I get bored.” As for her advanced postures, she’s considering two 
poses she’s introduced into her training routine: full standing bow 
and one-arm handstand (with legs together).

Girls rule
At 16 years of age, the winner of the UK girl’s division, Marianna 
Massaccesi, already has a deep connection to her practice. “Yoga 
means everything to me,” she says. “I love it because it makes 
me feel better in so many ways. It strengthens my awareness and 
relaxes my body. It’s absolutely awesome.” She is coached by 
Lorraine Bell, who, Marianna says, “motivates me to do better, 
as she knows I can.” For Marianna, yoga is as much a tool for 
revitalisation and energising as it is a strengthening practice. She’s 
wiser beyond her years, citing the importance of eating good 
amounts of healthy food, drinking lots of fluids, and getting enough 
rest in order to successfully compete. What pose best represents 
her? “My full camel,” she says, “because it gives me a chance to 
show off my great back flexibility and allows me to show that I feel 
comfortable in it.” 

In a slight twist, because Marianna holds an Italian passport, the 
IYSF rules state she must compete for her homeland, Italy, at the 
upcoming world championships.

Olympic sport 
Much discussion has swirled about yoga making it as an official 
Olympic sport. When asked about it, Eley gives it his thumbs up. “A 
lot of it depends on people’s perception of yoga. I think there is an 
expectation for it to fit a certain stereotype; many think yoga and 
competition are fundamentally incompatible. But competition is only 
one small part of yoga. I think it would be great if yoga became an 
Olympic sport. It would mean more people would practice yoga.”  

Continues overleaf >
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Yoga for athletes continued

1. Find a coach and trust that person. A coach is an external 
pair of eyes. Try not to second guess their feedback or it will just 
create more stress for you and you definitely don’t need that.

2. Make a plan and stick to it. Decide on your optional advanced 
postures as soon as possible. Then, decide on how you will prepare 
and train on executing those postures and your routine.  

3. Take care of your body. As hard as you train, your body needs 
rest and relaxation as well. Get massage and body work done. If your 
body craves a certain food, listen. I remember the day I competed 
and won: I told my coach Jim Kallet that I really wanted blueberry 
pancakes and bacon. He told me to have it and I did. It made my body 
feel great and mentally satisfied me as well.  

4. Visualise. Take time everyday to visualise your routine and how 
you would like your routine to look. See every fraction of a second 
and every single detail.

5. Have fun. Remember why you are doing what you are doing and 
how much joy it brings you. No matter what happens on the stage, 
you are a winner. The best thing is you always learn something new 
about yourself. We all grow positively from experience.

Competition basics
The Routine: The five compulsory postures include standing head 
to knee, standing bow pulling, floor bow, rabbit, and stretching. 
Two advanced postures are chosen by the athlete. Visit: iysf.org or 
ukyogasportsfederation.com

Marina Chetner is a Los Angeles-based freelance writer. She 
contributes to Qantas The Australian Way, LA Yoga and The Writer 
magazines. Twitter: @mchetner

by world champion Ky Ha
Coaching tips


