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PREFACE

Why did I write this book? As popular as chair yoga has become it is still hard to access. There are classes available but they are often limited to facilities that require membership. There are videos on YouTube, but they are unwieldy if you are trying to follow directions while not being close enough to your computer to actually see. And then, of course, there are books. Many of my private clients have asked me, over the years, to recommend a chair yoga book that they could use when on their own. In an effort to be as helpful as possible, I bought all of the chair yoga books I could find and read all of them, seeking the ideal one for seniors specifically. Sadly, I never found one that provides all of the elements that I believe to be essential. Either they are too complicated, use too much yogic vocabulary, have poses too difficult to execute, or are focused on spirituality instead of exercise. I never believed that any of the books I reviewed really understood what was required to motivate seniors to try, explore, and ultimately embrace an ongoing chair yoga practice. This is what led me to write the book that I believe is needed but did not exist until now.

My premise was simple and straightforward. Create a book for seniors that:


• Introduces them to easy-to-follow yoga practices.

• Presents material in an engaging and personal manner.

• Encourages readers to commit to a chair yoga routine.

• Reinforces the benefits to be derived from chair yoga.

• Create routines for seniors living with various maladies.



My goal for this book is also for readers to have fun. I strongly encourage readers to play music that they love while doing the poses. Music makes everything easier to do! That includes exercise.

I also have a great passion for sharing the personal joy that I experience when practicing yoga. By sharing this adoration, I want to express yoga’s power of inclusion. Everyone can do it. There is no age, ailment, or body size that can’t benefit from it. Yoga in a chair has opened its beneficial practices up to truly everyone. The fear of falling, which is on nearly every senior’s mind, evaporates.

While I wrote this book, I felt inspired to include insights regarding the pursuit of a fulfilling a healthy lifestyle that go hand in hand with a yoga practice. I hope that when you read Chapter Eleven: I Feel So Much Better, I Want More! you will give thought to pursuing some, or all of my recommendations. I’ll give you a sneak-peak. Chapter Eleven includes:


• The advantages of healthy eating.

• The benefits of meditation.

• The rewards of volunteering.

• The power of community and social connection.



My single most important message to you is to move. Set aside time each day to give your body and your mind the attention and care they deserve.



INTRODUCTION

I teach chair yoga to seniors who want or need to exercise while sitting down. The reasons for this are many. From being wheelchair-bound, to physical weakness, a neurological condition such as Multiple Sclerosis or Parkinson’s disease, arthritis, balance issues, dementia, and the list goes on as to why many older people can only exercise while seated. Chair yoga is a great way for these people to stay active,

I have been practicing yoga for twenty years, and its benefits have been powerful. It has kept me flexible and strong in both body and mind.

During my many years as an advertising executive in New York City, I always managed to fit a yoga class into my hectic schedule. I traveled all over the country for work and would select hotel locations based on their proximity to yoga studios. The benefits I derived from my practice were an excellent motivator to stay focused and to stay healthy. Early in 2002, I decided to take a 200-hour yoga teacher training course to prepare for my life after corporate America. No small coincidence that the life-changing experience of being in New York City on September 11, 2001 helped guide me toward that decision.

I never looked back on my decision to prepare for my second career. I continued in the advertising industry for ten more years but always had my eye on my future life as a full-time yoga teacher. In 2013, I became increasingly aware of the fastest growing segment of the yoga market—chair yoga. As the Baby Boomer generation was aging, more and more seniors were looking toward sedentary exercise.

The combination of the rapid growth of the senior population along with the ever-increasing desire for health and wellness had led me to my calling: chair yoga for seniors! I sought additional training and found it with the preeminent chair yoga teacher Lakshmi Voelker. Lakshmi tours the country teaching the technique to registered yoga teachers. I was lucky to be able to study with her during her New York City training stint. In 2016, I completed my Adaptive Teacher Training, which is the therapeutic application of yoga. I now work full time serving the senior citizens of New York City. I offer seated low-impact yoga workouts in-home or on-site group sessions at senior homes, assisted living centers, and other organizations.

This book contains simple, easy-to-master techniques and exercises that I often teach to my clients. My hope with this book is to spread that knowledge.



CHAPTER ONE

WHY SHOULD I EXERCISE?

I wrote this book for every senior who wants a better life. Whether you are just starting an exercise program or continuing a lifelong practice, a regular exercise regimen will help you have a better life.

Consensus across all reputable news and medical sources agree that as a senior, engaging in physical activity is the single most important thing you can do to maintain mobility and independence. It will keep your muscles and bones strong, help with weight control and heart health, and aid proper joint function. The more you move, the better your strength and balance will be, and the less likely you will be to fall or lose the ability to perform basic daily functions. This is in addition to other health benefits of regular exercise, such as reduced risks of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers. Exercise even has positive effects on mood and may help improve cognitive function.

Let’s get all of the facts out of the way. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the benefits of physical activity for seniors are many. They include:


• Helps maintain the ability to live independently.

• Reduces the risk of falling and fracturing bones.

• Reduces the risk of dying from coronary heart disease and of developing high blood pressure, colon cancer, and diabetes.

• Can help lower blood pressure in some people with hypertension.

• Helps people with chronic, disabling conditions improve their stamina and muscle strength.

• Reduces symptoms of anxiety and depression and fosters improvements in mood and feelings of well-being.

• Helps maintain healthy bones, muscles, and joints.

• Helps control joint swelling and pain associated with arthritis.



Every one of these points by itself is a great reason to start an exercise habit. But the first one on this list is a very critical one. It reduces the risk of falling!

Let’s talk about falling. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, falling is the leading cause of injury and death among adults aged sixty-five and older.

The New York Times reported on a recent study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) that revealed the rate of death for people seventy-five and older from falls more than doubled from 2000 to 2016. One of the speculated reasons for this is that people are living longer with illnesses that in the past they would have died from. Another reason likely to contribute to this rise is the increasing numbers of medications seniors take. Many of these drugs contribute to loss of balance and light-headedness.

Although the JAMA study is truly disturbing, falls are not inevitable. Fall prevention is a hot topic in newspapers, on the Internet, and on TV news programs. The recommendations are unanimous. They include safety installations in the home, removal of throw rugs, proper footwear, regular vision exams, good lighting, and the like. All of the lists recommend an exercise program. Dr. Lewis Lipsitz, a professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School and director of the Marcus Institute for Aging Research at Hebrew Senior Life, a housing, research, and health-care organization in Massachusetts, emphasizes the importance of incorporating exercise into a daily routine. He suggests exercising for at least twenty minutes a day. He recommends including weights in any routine, as they are very helpful in building strength in the legs.

Another expert in the field of elder care, physical therapist Michael Silverman, director of rehabilitation and wellness at Northern Westchester Hospital, talks about the impact of muscle decline in adults sixty-five and over. In an address, he noted that, “It affects the strength of the legs, hips, and core, all of which are critical to mobility and maintaining independence. The loss of muscle mass and strength in the arms can make it difficult to catch yourself if you do trip.”

A 2016 comprehensive meta-analysis from the British Journal of Sports Medicine found that exercise alone reduces the risk of falls in older adults by an average of twenty-one percent and exercising three or more hours a week resulted in a thirty-nine percent decline in falls.

Though the risk of a fall increases significantly once people reach their eighties, researchers have found that people eighty-five and older in excellent health have no greater risk than someone twenty years younger.

Can we all agree that there is much well-documented information about the benefits of exercise for seniors? Yes! There is also a constant flow of information about the risks of falling. These two trending topics are resulting in widespread awareness amongst seniors, their caregivers, and their loved ones.

There is, however, one troubling result of the proliferation of falling statistics. The fear of falling has become an enormous concern among seniors. While a healthy dose of fear is fine—it can keep us alert to the dangers—it often crosses the line to become debilitating. Fear can also undermine you. Persistent worrying about a fall, if it’s unwarranted, may cause you to limit your range of motion unnecessarily and cause you to avoid activities that you’re capable of. It’s estimated that a third to a half of older adults are concerned enough about potential falls that they have begun to restrict or avoid activities that would be beneficial for their health.

I am so happy to be a part of the chair yoga movement that helps seniors create for themselves a safe way to pursue health.



CHAPTER TWO

WHY CHAIR YOGA?

Yoga has been proven in numerous studies to improve one’s balance, strength, and stability. As we age, our balance, strength, and stability deteriorate. These three losses are the main culprits behind the increase of falls that seniors experience. By practicing yoga, one can not only slow down the loss, but can also reverse the trend.

Yoga is truly for anyone of any age and ability. If you are strong and healthy, practicing yoga will help you stay that way. If you have health issues that are temporary or chronic, a gentle yoga practice will help you regain some of the strength and flexibility that has been compromised by your condition.

However, traditional yoga can be daunting to anyone who is not as steady on their feet as they once were, or to those who want to start slowly, or to anyone who would just feel more confident sitting down. Enter the chair! You can experience all of the benefits of yoga while seated. Chair yoga not only has all of the benefits of regular yoga, such as relieving stress, pain, and fatigue, but it can also help with joint lubrication, balance, and arthritis.

A key goal of yoga is restoring and maintaining the health of the spine. Poor posture interferes with the functioning of every part of our body. A rounded back restricts breathing and blood flow. With a regular yoga practice you can improve your posture by lengthening and strengthening your spine.

Another major benefit of yoga is the emphasis it places on feet. Feet are the foundation of your mobility. After years of wear and tear, most seniors experience occasional or sometimes chronic foot pain or numbness. This can lead to limited mobility, which is often a culprit in falling. A traditional yoga practice is done barefoot and works the foot throughout the routine. I have placed a major emphasis on the stretching and strengthening of feet in all of the routines.

In my practice, I have created easy to follow chair yoga routines for every level of fitness and experience. I share many of them in this book. My hope is that you will commit to making whichever routine you start with a habit. I believe that a regular practice of anything must be both enjoyable and easy to follow for it to stick!

Before I delve into the workouts, I want to tell you about some of my clients and friends to whom I have taught chair yoga and the impact it has had on their well-being. My interaction with these people has typically been private one-on-one sessions. Everything that I do or have done with them is part of one of the four programs that I lay out in this book. In my practice, I usually start with the Beginner Program but have advanced to the Intermediate in every one of the examples. There is of course a big benefit to having a yoga teacher personally guide you through the exercises. I have taken great care to present the material in easy-to-follow directions, so please have confidence in expecting similar results to those in the case studies below. Names have been changed to protect everyone’s privacy.

MINDY: Wheelchair Bound and Suffers From COPD

Mindy is a retired psychotherapist in her eighties and suffers from numerous heart and lung ailments. Since spending the last five years confined to a wheelchair, she has gained a significant amount of weight. This of course exacerbates the symptoms of her conditions. Mindy’s family reached out to me to come to her home and teach her chair yoga.

Mindy was receptive from the beginning. She desperately wanted to be restored to some semblance of her former self. We began each session by moving from her wheelchair to a dining room chair with arms. This was a laborious process. She had a substantial fear of falling during the transition. After many attempts to get up from the wheelchair Mindy would finally be on her feet and would very quickly hurl her body into the regular chair. She would achieve this move hunched over without standing up.

So from the beginning, I knew what we needed to work on first. Mindful breathing! Fear is a powerful force. When frightened, our breath becomes shallow, our shoulders tense up, and we experience a form of paralysis. Before we even started with the poses we focused on breath work to calm the nervous system. After a few weeks, the chair transition went slowly and smoothly. Within a few months Mindy was able to get up from the chair unaided and stand up straight for minutes at a time. She was able to sit with her head lifted, and her shoulders back and relaxed. This was a major achievement.
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