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GAME
CHANGING WAYS
YOGA UNLOCKS 
ATHLETIC 
PERFORMANCE

EVIDENCE-BASED 
APPROACH TO 
TRANSFORM FITNESS 
POTENTIAL
Words: Hayley Winter, BWY Tutor 
and Founder of the Institute of 
Yoga Sport Science® (YSS)

BWY SPECIAL  yogamagazine.com BWY SPECIAL FEATURE
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disengage from the busyness of life 
before coming to class.

By focusing on sensory feedback, you 
can tap into what we like to call your 
nervous system superpower. This 
superpower involves understanding 
and feeling the subtle cues your 
body gives you, enhancing your 
physiological, biomechanical, and 
biochemical preparation. It's like 
having an internal guide that helps you 
optimise every movement and breath, 
setting the stage for peak performance.

Practice Tip: Centre and 
Anchor Your Nervous System
There are simple and effective 
techniques to centre and anchor the 
nervous system. One way to release 
the tension we might bring to class 
is by encouraging stomping, tapping, 
shaking out the limbs, and making 
sounds. This helps kinetic energy 
start flowing and invites a sense of 
playfulness—a great stress reliever!

The nervous system controls posture 
and movement, and it thrives on a 

W
hether you're a 
seasoned athlete or 
someone looking 
to deepen your joy 
of movement, yoga 
offers a unique path 

to unlocking your athletic potential in 
ways you might not have imagined.

For those of you who practice yoga, 
or teach it, you already know how 
effective it can be. The benefits are 
numerous and transformative. As a 
Yoga Sports Scientist, my mission has 
been to prove the efficacy of yoga and 
deliver its benefits to athletes through 
bite-sized sessions.

As a British Wheel of Yoga (BWY) 
trained teacher, I’m delighted 
to partner with the BWY for an 
upcoming online workshop to 
align with a summer of high-profile 
sporting events. This initiative is part 
of BWY's ongoing campaign to reach 
new audiences, especially through its 
partnerships with Sport England and 
Sport Wales, to enrich lives through 
the transformative benefits of yoga.

This live, interactive event, titled 
“BWY Yoga for Sport: Online Game 
Changers Workshop,” will take place 
on Saturday 10 August, from  
3 to 6 pm.

In this article, I share five key 
evidence-based approaches from seven 
years of Yoga Sports Science® case 
study research that will be practiced 
and explored in next month's  
online workshop.

AWARENESS: UNLOCKING 
YOUR NERVOUS SYSTEM 
SUPERPOWER
Our journey starts with awareness, 
the cornerstone of yoga that sets the 
tone for everything else. The arrival 
phase in a yoga class is where tuning 
into the nervous system begins, not 
only preparing the body and mind for 
the session ahead but also helping you 
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diaphragmatic/abdominal 
breathing, try this:
1.	 Lie on the mat with your 

legs bent.
2.	 Place a block under  

your head.
3.	 Take a second block 

between both hands and 
playfully brush it side 
to side and around your 
abdomen while breathing 
freely. This creates 
sensory awareness in  
the area.

4.	 Remove your hands, 
letting your palms face 
upwards, and breathe 
into the area where you 
feel the block on  
your belly.

This technique helps 
promote deeper, 
more effective breathing, 
enhancing your overall 
performance. 

sense of safety. The key to an effective 
yoga practice is to prepare the 
nervous system and establish a stable, 
foundational base of support with 
the ground. You can do this by gently 
massaging or patting the areas of your 
body that will be in contact with the 
mat, enhancing your connection  
and awareness.

BREATH: YOUR PERFORMANCE 
ADVANTAGE
Breathing might seem basic, but in 
the realm of sports-specific yoga, it’s 
a performance powerhouse. Where 
sports-specific yoga training differs 
from traditional forms of yoga is in 
its modern-day scientific approach, 
as practiced at YSS. Our method is 
evidence-based and tailored to meet 
the demands of modern athletes. Over 
seven years of case study research 
demonstrates that proper breathing 
techniques directly impact athletic 
performance, a crucial aspect often 
overlooked in traditional training.

Each sport has its own respiratory 
demands. For example, the breathing 
pattern required for swimming is 
different from that needed for running. 
Understanding these demands is crucial 
for a safe and effective yoga session. 
By integrating breathwork into your 
routine, you create a stable foundation 
for fluid movement. Helping athletes 
learn how to tap into the subtlety and 
power of their breath provides them 
with a personalised breathing strategy 
that enhances performance.

Practice Tip: Enhance 
Your Breathing for Better 
Performance
This simple breathing technique is 
helpful for runners—and really for any 
sport! In running, there's a tendency 
for shoulders to rise, causing breath 
to be focused in the upper body. Over 
time, this can compromise respiratory 
strength and endurance.

BWY SPECIAL  yogamagazine.com
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and strengthen. Just like 
interval training needs breaks, 
so does our brain and body. 
Recognising the need to rest and 
recharge is essential for optimal 
performance.

During recovery, your body 
moves into a parasympathetic 
state, which facilitates healing and 
balance. This allows your brain 
time to reorganise movement 
patterns and support changes. 
It's a time when real strength and 
resilience are built. Practicing 
yoga during recovery keeps you 
balanced, both mentally and 
physically, so you're always ready 
for the next challenge.

MOVEMENT: EFFICIENT, SAFE, 
FLUID, AND ECONOMICAL
Movement in yoga is more than just 
exercise; it’s a language that integrates 
the nervous system connecting the mind 
and body. Embracing a new movement 
vocabulary through sports-specific yoga 
can bring playfulness and awareness 
to your training. It’s about moving 
efficiently and safely, harnessing force 
and control with structural integrity.

By initiating movement from the 
ground up and activating muscles 
sequentially, you generate power more 
effectively. This approach addresses 
structural imbalances that might affect 
your performance, ensuring that every 
movement is economical and purposeful. 
The result? Enhanced performance with 
the aim of minimising the risk of injury, 
making your athletic pursuits more 
enjoyable and sustainable.

Practice Tip: The Slower You 
Go, The Stronger You Get
My friend and colleague, Leon Taylor, an 
Olympic medalist in diving and co-host 
of the “BWY Yoga for Sport: Online 
Game Changers Workshop,” created the 
world's hardest dive. Leon was one of the 
first athletes to help me understand how 
challenging it was for those in dynamic 
sports to move at an intentionally  
slower pace.

My biggest tip on this topic is to be 
aware that every movement is a postural 
moment. Challenge yourself to slow your 
movements down, especially during 
transitions between postures. Find the 
balance point in each movement, pause, 
breathe, and know that the smaller 
postural muscles closest to the bone are 
co-contracting to help you  
build strength.

RECOVERY: WHERE STRENGTH 
OF MIND & BODY FLOURISH
Recovery is where the magic happens. 
It’s the phase where our muscles, nervous 
system, and overall health rejuvenate 

Practice Tip: Make More Time 
for Rest
If you're a yoga teacher or practice yoga 
daily, consider removing a handful of 
postures from your sequence to allow 
more time for rest. Incorporate blankets, 
bolsters, and breathwork with legs resting 
up the wall—it's incredibly nourishing 
for the nervous system.

LESS STRAIN, MORE GAIN: 
YOUR MARGINAL ADVANTAGE
In the world of sports, we often hear 
about pushing limits. However, a "less is 
more" approach through sports-specific 
yoga encourages a shift towards a more 
integrated and mindful method. Our case 
study research has shown that athletes 
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who adopt this mindset achieve their 
personal best while minimising the risk  
of injury.

This approach is about quality over 
quantity. It’s about listening to your 
body, respecting its limits, and making 
incremental gains without overstraining. 
By focusing on precise, mindful 
movements and breathwork, you can 
enhance your performance sustainably. 
This marginal advantage is what sets 
you apart, allowing you to excel without 
compromising your wellbeing.

Practice Tip: Listen to Your Body
When we move slower, we can listen more. 
Pay attention to the signals your body 
gives you. Remember, injury can creep 
up on you, but by becoming attuned to 
your body and recognising the signs, you 
can benefit from a slower yoga practice. 
If you're aiming for a personal best, this 
becomes even more important.

Dispelling the Myth About Being ‘Good 
Enough To Do Yoga’

The idea that you need to be flexible to  
do yoga or that yoga is all about 
Downward Dog is a myth—and one 
that often turns athletes off from taking 
a class. Our research shows that the 
biggest gains come from individuals 
with "weary bones"—those who are 
tired, overwhelmed, and have pushed 
themselves too hard. By integrating these 
five key areas in easy, bite-sized ways into 
your practice or training, you will reap 
unexpected rewards!

As part of the “BWY Yoga for Sport: 
Online Game Changers Workshop,” Leon 
Taylor shares in a pre-recorded session 
how the five yoga game changers have 
helped him and the athletes he mentors.

Experience the Game Changers!
To find out more and register for 
the online workshop, please follow 
this link and use the discount code 
BWYSPORT24 at the checkout: https://
instituteofyogasportscience.mykajabi.com/
yoga-for-sport-the-game-changers

Hayley Winter (BWY Dip, 
ERYT-500, YACEP, SYT) is the 
founder of the Institute of 
Yoga Sports Science® (YSS 
- accredited with the BWY). 
For almost 30 years, she has 
worked as a yoga educator and 
Yoga Sports Scientist. Hayley 
specialises in sports-specific 
yoga, biomechanics, movement 
science, and provides continuing 
education and advanced yoga 
teacher training. 

In 2009, Hayley. pioneered 
online yoga education, and in 2010, she co-developed 
a research method to study yoga's impact on athletic 
performance. This research, conducted over seven years, 
significantly advanced the field.

Hayley authored the Yoga Sports Science syllabus and co-
created "The Yoga Sequencing Solution" online course, and 
"The Yoga Sequencing Playbook" with Annelize Ferreira.

She is dedicated to empowering yoga teachers with the 
scientific principles of yoga to effectively apply yoga to athletes, 
merging ancient yoga with modern exercise science.

BWY SPECIAL  yogamagazine.com
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