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AUTHOR TANIA PLAHAY 
EXPLORES HOW 
YOGA THERAPY CAN 
BENEFIT PEOPLE LIVING 
WITH DEMENTIA

W
hen thinking of yoga, many 
people imagine a young 
woman bending into pretzel-
like positions, or someone 
dressed in orange chanting 
‘om’. I doubt many people 

think it is suitable for older people, 
including those living with dementia 
and other forms of cognitive impairment. 
Older people often say to me, ‘Oh, I’m too 
stiff to do yoga.’ To me, that is like saying 
‘I’m too dirty to have a shower,’ or ‘I’m too 

overweight to go on a diet.’ Yoga is highly 
adaptable and suitable for all people. 

In this article, I will look at how yoga can 
benefi t clients living with dementia, how it 
can be adapted, and give a few examples of 
techniques that can be used with this type 
of client group.

WHAT IS DEMENTIA?
Dementia is an umbrella term for a number 
of different conditions and diseases, 
including Alzheimer’s disease and vascular 

Developing yoga
 for DEMENTIA
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dementia. These 
diseases result in a 
loss of brain cells 
and affect how the 
brain functions. 
One of the most 
common risk 
factors with dementia is age, with people 
over 65 most likely to be affected. The 
progression of dementia will vary according 
to what type of dementia someone has, 
when they are diagnosed and many other 
factors. Therefore, the experience of working 
with someone living with dementia can 
vary greatly. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF YOGA
Although there is no known cure for 
dementia, it does present a number of 
common symptoms that can be alleviated 

with yoga. In a pilot project I ran, the clients 
appeared more awake, alert and happy after 
practising the yoga sequences. 

One of the most compelling studies (Eyre 
et al, 2016) showed that a yoga exercise, 
which took just 12 minutes each day, was 
more effective than memory enhancement 
exercises in minimising cognitive decline. 
Studies have also shown that meditation 
and yoga have wider anti-ageing effects, 
and those who meditate have younger, 
healthier-looking brains with more brain 
blood fl ow at rest. 

The Alzheimer’s Association estimates 
that 20 to 40% of people with Alzheimer’s 
also have depression. Yoga, and in particular 
yogic breathing, has been shown to have a 

signifi cant impact on 
depression by taming 
the stress response. 
The way this works is 
that yogic breathing 
helps to switch on 
the parasympathetic 
nervous system, which 
helps to slow the heart 
rate and increase the 
production of feel-
good hormones. 

Yoga and 
mindfulness-based 
practices have also 
been shown to reduce 
feelings of anger 
and anxiety. When a 
person feels anxious or 
angry, their body goes 
into a fi ght-or-fl ight 
response. Hormones 
such as cortisol and 

adrenaline are released, the heart rate rises 
and blood fl ows away from the vital organs 
to the muscles as the body prepares itself 
for action. As well as this physical response 
happening when the incident fi rst occurs, it 
can also repeat when we remember or retell 
an incident. Yoga and mindfulness can help 
us be more in the present and help us deal 
with these ruminations.  

Many people living with dementia 
become disorientated and lose their 
awareness of where their body is in space. 
Yoga can help us to increase our bodily 
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LEARN MORE AT THE 2019 FHT TRAINING CONGRESS
On Sunday 19 May, Tania will be giving a talk on ‘Five key tips for working with 
those living with dementia’ at the 2019 FHT Training Congress at Holistic Health. 
Find out more at fht.org.uk/congress

Members can take advantage of a 20% 
discount on Tania Plahay’s book, Yoga 
for Dementia (published by Jessica 
Kingsley). Visit jkp.com/uk/yoga-for-
dementia-1.html and enter the code 
YOGAD at checkout. This code is valid 
until 31 August 2019.

awareness, known as proprioception. 
Yoga can also help with balance, posture, 
breathing and fl exibility. All of these can 
help people improve overall wellbeing.

ADAPTED TRADITIONAL 
YOGA PRACTICES
When I fi rst started volunteering in my 
local nursing home, I treated a range 
of different clients with age-related 
conditions, including dementia. As the 
abilities within the classes were so varied, I 
was keen to make my classes as inclusive as 
possible. When designing the sequences, 
I therefore included a range of different 
movements, but also practices from the 
wider yogic traditions, including chanting, 
awareness practices, guided visualisations 
and meditation.  

These wider practices, in particular 
singing or chanting, proved to be very 
popular. When yogic singing or chanting, 
we focus on repetitive sounds, which 
anyone can experience. Chanting in a group 
helps people to relax and feel connected to 
one another. Furthermore, research shows 
that singing connects neural pathways and 
fi res up the right temporal lobe of the brain, 
which releases endorphins.

Much of my research and experience has 
been in residential care settings. One of the 
key points with those living with dementia 
is to adapt to the person you are working 
with, not what they used to be like, or your 
idea of what a yoga position should look 
like. It is important to remember also that 
yoga can be highly benefi cial for family and 
other carers.

MEMBER OFFER
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PRACTICES 
Here are three short practices that are useful for those living with various stages of dementia, 
or who are worried about cognitive decline. These practices and photos are taken from my 
book Yoga for Dementia (Jessica Kingsley Publishers). 

Tania Plahay has been 
practising yoga for 
more than 20 years 
and is the author of 
Yoga for Dementia. 
Tania has been a 
certifi ed yoga teacher 
for many years and 

piloted a therapeutic yoga programme 
for people with dementia with a UK-based 
care provider.*
*The pilot project was supported by a 
Patients First grant from the Foundation of 
Nursing Studies and the Burdett Trust. 

Three-part breath is a 
fantastic calming practice. 
It can be done lying down or 
sitting up straight. 
1  Place your hands right 

down on your lower belly so 
that your little fi ngers touch 
the top of the hips. Spread the 
fi ngers wide and have the tips 
of the middle fi ngers lightly 
touching. As you breathe in 
and out, see if you can direct 
the breath into your belly. As 
you breathe deeper into your 
belly, see if you can feel the tips 
of the middle fi ngers 
move apart.
2  After two to three 
minutes like this, move 
your hands to either 
side of your ribs. 
Spread your fi ngers 
and press your hands 
gently into the side of 
the ribs so you can feel 
them moving as you 
breathe in and out. Be 

aware of the breath moving the 
ribs, and see if you can feel the 
way the breath not only lifts 
the ribs but moves them out to 
the side. Try to imagine that the 
breath is fi lling up the lungs like 
a balloon. Stay like this for two 
to three minutes.  
3  Next, bring your 
hands up to your 
collarbone, spread the 
fi ngers wide so the little 
fi ngers almost touch 
the breastbone and the 
thumbs the inside edge 

of the shoulders, 
and focus on the 
breath moving in 
the upper chest. 
Feel how the 
breastbone lifts as you 
inhale, and as you exhale 
allow the shoulders to 
move out and down. 
Again, stay like this for 
two to three minutes. 

Next, bring your right 

hand down to the 
belly and leave the 
left hand where it is. 
Feel the breath fi rst 
rising in the belly, 
next the ribs and then 
into the upper hand. 
Then feel the breath 

leave your 
upper chest, 
mid-chest and belly. 

It can be helpful to 
imagine that the torso 
is an empty vessel and 
we are drinking in the 
breath through 
a straw and 
fi lling the torso 
from bottom 
to top. On the 

outbreath, you could 
imagine the breath like 
a gas as it evaporates 
from the lungs. Spend 
fi ve minutes just 
focusing on this full 
deep yogic breath. 

Return to a natural breath 
for a minute or so and take 
some time to tune in with 
yourself and note how you feel. 

If you are working with a 
person or a group, encourage 
them to come out of this 

practice gently, open 
their eyes and stretch. 

The benefi ts of full 
yogic breath include 
engaging the three main 
parts of the lungs and 
helping to correct poor 
breathing patterns. It 
also helps to release 
stress and activates 
the body’s rest and 
restore mode.  

WOOD-CHOPPING ANGER PRACTICE 

KIRTAN KRIYA – 12-MINUTE 
MEMORY BOOSTING PRACTICE 
This singing exercise can be used 
by anyone interested in improving 
memory loss and brain function. 

The practice involves singing or 
whispering the sounds ‘sa’, ‘ta’, ‘na’ 
and ‘ma’. The thumbs touch the index 
fi ngers on ‘sa’, the middle fi ngers 
on ‘ta’, the ring fi ngers on ‘na’, and 
the little fi nger on ‘ma’. Both hands 
perform the same movements at the 
same time to help with coordination.

Use a timer to softly chime on every 
second minute. Sit in a comfortable 
position with your spine straight. 

For two minutes, sing at a normal 
level while moving your thumb along 
the tips of your four fi ngers. For the 
next two minutes, whisper the sounds, 
again with the hand movements. 
For the next four minutes, say them 
silently. Next, whisper them for two 
minutes and then for the fi nal two 
minutes sing them out loud. To fi nish 
the exercise, inhale deeply, lift your 
hands above the head, and then bring 
them down slowly in a sweeping 
motion while exhaling. 

Sit still for a while 
and take a moment 
to observe how
you feel.

THREE-PART BREATH

The wood-chopping exercise is a fantastic 
practice for releasing pent-up energy 
and frustration. It can be done from three 
positions: sitting in a chair with the legs 
apart (this may be the preferred option 
for older people), standing with the legs 
wide, or squatting. I would not recommend 
this exercise if you have any pre-existing 
back problems. 
1  Interlace your fi ngers and keep your 

palms strongly together while sitting with 
your back straight. Imagine the thing you 
are angry with on a chopping block in front 
of you. 

Next, inhale and take your arms straight 
above your head with your forearms by 
your ears. 

2 3 4  When you are ready to exhale, 
swiftly bend forward at the waist and take 
your arms down making a strong ‘haa’ 
sound as you exhale. The movement is 
like axeing a tree or swinging the arms 
down – hence the name wood chopping.  

Repeat the exercise fi ve to 15 times, 
building up strength and stamina each 
time you do the exercise. After doing the 
exercise a few times you will probably fi nd 
your heartbeat will have increased, and you 
might feel a bit warmer. 

At the end of the exercise, rest back in 
your chair or lie down in a comfortable 
position. Then when your breath has 
returned to normal, sit up slowly and take 
a few minutes to notice how you feel.
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