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Introduction 

In the Summer 2016 issue of Spectrum, Laura Bissell described a BWY-funded research study that 

aimed to explore the feasibility, acceptability and possible benefits of the BWY Gentle Years Yoga© 

programme in a group of sedentary older adults. I was the lead researcher for this project, and here I 

will provide a summary of the results.  

 

Study design 

The study was conducted in North Yorkshire. Fifty-two adults (47 women, 5 men) were recruited to 

take part. The average age was 75 years, and the participants often had multiple comorbidities, 

including osteoarthritis, hypertension, depression/anxiety, hypercholesterolemia, rheumatoid 

arthritis, asthma, dementia, cancer and cerebrovascular disease.  

All participants attended two testing sessions: one in March 2016 and the other in July 2016. At both 

visits they completed two questionnaires about mental well-being and quality of life, and a battery 

of physical tests.  

After the first testing session in March, participants were randomly assigned to a yoga group or a 

comparison group. The yoga group were invited to immediately start a 10-week course of BWY 

Gentle Years Yoga©. The comparison group were given a leaflet about physical activity for older 

adults and placed on a waiting list to start the same 10-week yoga course after completing the July 

testing session.  

BWY teachers were specially trained to deliver four separate courses, each held at a different venue: 

three community centres and one residential care home that accommodates older adults with 

dementia. The yoga courses introduced participants to the foundational elements of yoga adapted 

appropriately for older adults, including asana, pranayama, relaxation techniques, mental focus, and 

philosophy. Each class lasted about 75 minutes with refreshments served after class.  

After the second testing session in July, the data from both groups was analysed to see if one group 

had changed more than the other. Twenty of the yoga participants were also interviewed via 

telephone to collect detailed feedback on their experiences of the yoga classes. 

 

Results 

Four yoga participants did not complete the July testing session: three withdrew because of health 

problems that were unrelated to the study and one withdrew 5 days before testing session because 

her husband died suddenly. One participant in the comparison group died before the July session, 

the death being unrelated to the study. 

Of the 21 yoga participants who completed the study, average class attendance was 8 out of 10 

sessions. Eighteen participants (86%) attended at least 5 of the 10 classes, and 14 (67%) attended at 

least 8 of the 10 classes.  



The responses to the two questionnaires indicated that the yoga group had better mental well-being 

and quality of life at the July visit than the comparison group. There was also evidence of 

improvements in leg strength, lower-body flexibility, balance, and resting heart rate in the yoga 

group versus the comparison group. However, we did not find any important differences in blood 

pressure, weight or waist circumference between the two groups. 

The twenty yoga participants who were interviewed found the program to be suitable for their 

abilities and enjoyable and they reported a range of physical, mental and social benefits from 

participating in the yoga course. The most commonly-cited physical benefits included improved 

physical function (e.g., improved chair rising and walking ability) (10 people), improved flexibility (10 

people) and reduced pain (4 people). Cited mental benefits included stress-relieving/calming effects 

(7 people), improved mood (2 people) and a reduced frequency of panic attacks (1 person). Thirteen 

people (72%) indicated that they liked the social interaction that the group exercise classes provided. 

Furthermore, many of the participants explicitly stated that having other peoples’ company was one 

of the main benefits of attending the class, and that they had developed new friendships with other 

class attendees. 

Three selected quotes: 

“I got more movement in my shoulder … my hip movement became better … it’s easier going up and 
down stairs” (female, 68 years) 
 
“I like all the exercises and the breathing helps me feel calmer” (female care home resident, 85 
years) 
 
 “you make so many friends … you have another circle of friends so that is beneficial” (female, 74 
years) 
 

Conclusions and future directions 

A 10-week course of BWY Gentle Years Yoga© appears to be safe, acceptable and beneficial for 

sedentary older adults with a broad range of health problems. The feasibility of the yoga program 

was demonstrated by the ease of recruitment in a short period of time from a small geographical 

area, and excellent attendance with two thirds of the participants attending at least 8 of the 10 

classes. Factors that likely promoted adherence included the opportunity for social interaction, and 

friendly and supportive instructors who modified the intervention content to suit individual needs. 

We would now like to conduct a nationwide study that explores the longer-term effects on this 

programme in a much larger group of participants.  

We would like to thank everyone who helped to deliver this study, especially the participants. If you 

require further details of this work, please contact me via email: garry.tew@northumbria.ac.uk  
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