				Yoga &

					Weight Loss?
A question I am often asked the question, “Can
yoga help me lose weight?”

amazing 70%, with the rest coming from 20%
carbohydrate and 10% protein.

Many of the health specialists say that practicing
yoga alone is not physical or cardiovascular
enough for a person to lose weight. I beg to differ
- I have seen my students and experienced myself
a gradual and natural weight loss with a regular
yoga practice. What is a ‘regular’ practice I hear
you ask? I suggest at least three times weekly. The
weight loss happens ‘naturally’ and I believe this is
more to do with ‘mindfulness’ than just a ‘physical’
practice.

If you want to improve your ‘cardiovascular’ fitness
you need to work at a rate of 69% or above but if
you want to shed ‘body fat’ then you need to work
at a lower intensity. In the lower intensity zone
you are not only decreasing your body fat storage
but also increasing your cardiovascular fitness.
Therefore a moderately paced strong dynamic
vinyasa yoga class will, for many people bring their
heart rate into the full fat burning zone. If you
would like to read more about the research study
please read an article written by Camilla Leyland
in ‘The Journal for the British Wheel of Yoga’,
‘Spectrum’ magazine, Winter, 2012, Camilla did
her own research on her students and the results
are very interesting.

Some studies show that in order to lose body
fat we have to work within our ‘Weight Burning
Zone’ or as it is often referred to ‘fat burning zone’.
This zone is reached by working between 60-90%
of our maximum heart rate. Working above the
‘zone’ can be a mistake if you are trying to lose
body fat and can be counterproductive. It is said
that “high intensity exercise causes us to use 90%
carbohydrate, 3% protein and only 7% fat”. This
is because when we work harder and push our
bodies, our bodies suddenly kick in to making
more use of our immediate energy reserves e.g. the
food we have eaten that day instead of tapping into
any stored body fat.
It is said that if people stay within the lower
intensity cardio zone of 60-69% of their maximum
heart rate, the (weight management zone) then
their usage of body fat would increase to an

In addition to the aerobic offerings of dynamic
vinyasa yoga we have to remember that yoga has
the added benefit of promoting ‘homeostasis’ in
the body and by encouraging the reduction of
stress induced cortisol in the blood. Homeostasis
regulates our body temperature and water content.
Pranayama, relaxation and meditation are tools
used to relax our mind and body and improve our
digestive and nervous system.
If we look at a ‘typical’ exercise class, the class
tends to push our bodies into the ‘fight’ or flight’
or sympathetic nervous system zone. See my
last article in ‘Radiant’ – ‘The Art of Slow’ for an

Let food be thy medicine and
medicine be thy food
Hippocrates

exploration of restorative yoga and the Autonomic
Nervous System (ANS). If our bodies are always
in the ‘sympathetic’ nervous system zone our
cortisol levels increase putting our bodies into
a state of ‘stress’. If we fail to include relaxation
or therapeutic postures in our practice we risk
putting our bodies into ‘chronic’ stress. Therefore
if we fail to bring our bodies back into a state of
relaxation our bodies won’t lose weight because our
digestive system is impaired by the stress hormone
‘cortisol’. Some research suggests that you do not
need a dynamic yoga practice to lose weight and
that a slower practice will have much more of a
significant effect on weight loss due to the effect of
the reduction in cortisol.
If we disconnect for a moment from the ‘physical’
aspects of yoga and remember that yoga is a
‘discipline’ and a ‘mindful’ practice. If we are
‘disciplined’ and ‘mindful’ we can transfer that
‘discipline’ and ‘mindfulness’ into our eating habits
and our relationship with food. This is where the
weight loss can begin to happen quite naturally.
Yoga is a journey of ‘transformation’ and helps us
develop a greater understanding of the ‘Self ’ and
self-awareness, when we slow down and become
more in tune with our bodies and minds our
thinking changes and our relationship with food
can change too. It is not rocket science, we know

that in order to lose weight we have to take some
form of moderate exercise and eat less. When we
become truly ‘mindful’ our thought patterns can
change and in turn our actions can change and
new patterns of thinking can formulate.
The mind body connection is a powerful one; if
you tell your mind something, the body makes it
so. If you continually hold the thought that you
have to lose weight, your mind sends your body
that very message, creating the neural pathways
that make it so and actually affecting change in the
physical body. The only problem here is that you
are sending your body the wrong message. You
are telling it that you “must lose weight” so your
mind goes to work creating the neural pathways
of “having to lose weight” rather than actually
losing weight. At the same time, you are clinging so
tightly to this notion of needing to lose weight that
you are creating an energy of holding (storing),
rather than releasing (losing). If you stop worrying
about losing weight and focus on changing your
thinking and eating habits you will release yourself
from this negative thinking pattern.
Samskaras
According to yogic philosophy, we’re born with
a karmic inheritance of mental and emotional
patterns or more commonly termed ‘habits’ known as Samskaras. The word samskara comes
from the Sanskrit ‘sam’ (complete or joined
together) and’ kara’ (action, cause, or doing). In
addition to being generalised patterns, samskaras
are our ideas and actions, together they make up
our thinking patterns or habits. Samskaras can be
positive and negative. Through our practice we can
create positive Samskaras, thus reinforcing positive
changes in our neural pathways, our actions and
eating habits.

Understanding your eating habits can be helpful
in discovering what the ‘triggers’ are that make
you want to run to the biscuit tin. Our habits can
often be linked to past emotional trauma and
stressful situations. If you know exactly what those
‘triggers’ are that make you want to eat when you
are not hungry you have already started to develop
self-awareness and moving in the right direction.
However rather than dwell on the past (which cannot
be changed) I encourage my clients to move forward
and develop a positive action plan and to develop
‘mindful’ eating.
How to eat mindfully
Mindfulness is a wonderful tool to help adopt a
healthy eating regime and it is mindfulness that
differentiates yoga from other forms of exercise.
Try this practice at least once a week and then
increase the frequency so it becomes your new
‘intention’ and positive samskara. Firstly, choose
fresh living food, colourful and vibrant.
Before you eat your next meal take time to prepare
your food, notice the colours, textures, fragrance,
shapes and size, be curious about your food and its
origin. Use colourful foods so you have a colourful
plate of food that greets you and maybe try using a
smaller plate.
Find a quiet space to eat, sitting at a table, turn off
the TV, radio, smartphone and other electronic
devices or any sound that may distract you. Try this
practice sitting on your own so you do not have to
make conversation and can be fully present. Take a
moment to give thanks and gratitude for the food on
your plate.
Sit quietly pause, pick up your knife and fork –
again look at what you are eating notice the colour
and vibrancy of your food and as you take your

first mouthful notice the flavour and texture, take
small quantities and put down your knife and fork
in between mouthfuls, chew slowly - enjoy your
food. It is recommended we chew each mouthful of
food at least fifteen to thirty two times as this helps
the digestion of food. Approach each mouthful of
food in this way. You may find that you don’t eat the
quantity of food that you may have previously and
you will feel much more satisfied and fuller a lot
more quickly.

Learning to relax and quiet the
mind can make you feel better,
function better, and maintain better
health.
Frances Vaughan.
Barbara Ives(BWYDip)
www.yoganorfolk.com

