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What I'm 
going to talk 
about

Brief overview of  Yoga and Mindfulness

Therapeutic benefits

People's experiences

Brief mindfulness meditation

A stroke-specific mindfulness course: HEADS: UP



Yoga

What do people 
think when they 
hear the word 
‘yoga’?

Images by Pexels and StockSnap from Pixabay



Yoga

What is it?

The term yoga stems from the Sanskrit root ‘yuj’ meaning to 
‘yoke’ or ‘join together’ – alluding to the desired bond 
between mind, body, and spirit.

Yoga practice in the West tends to be limited to physical 
postures (asana), breath control (pranayama) and 
meditation (dhyana).



Yoga

What is it?

Yoga is a group of physical and 
spiritual practices which originated 
in ancient India.

One of the forms of yoga most 
commonly practiced in the West 
is hatha yoga.

Often, it is practiced as a form 
of physical exercise, but it has 
a spiritual and meditative core.

Photo by an unknown 
author  licensed under CC BY NC ND



Yoga

How might 
it help after 
a stroke?

Yoga is being used to treat

 Cardiovascular disease 

 Low-back pain 

 Asthma

• 2 randomised controlled trials; 
72 participants

• Significant improvements in

• memory

• anxiety

• But very low grade evidence

Yoga and stroke

Lawrence et al.2017



Yoga

What is it like 
to practice 
yoga?

Expectations of yoga

 … could do no harm

 [it] sounded like a good 
thing to try

 … to break the stress of 
daily activities

 [My aim is] to run like my 
life depended on it

Garrett et al 2011



Yoga

What is it like 
to practice 
yoga?

Improved relaxation

Improved abilities & 
capacities

 It helped me relax and … gave me 
focus … really paying attention to 
breathing, and relaxing 

 I still have fatigue, but I think I 
have improved my endurance

 I’m not sure how it [yoga] works, 
but … I got my arm over my head

 I think I can walk easier and go 
faster

Alter et al 2017



Yoga

What is it like 
to practice 
yoga?

Yoga experience

Physical outcomes 

 The teachers were excellent. They had a 
good understanding of people’s 
limitations.

 … there was no pressure or judging . . . it 
was gentle. They [teachers] said if it hurt 
you shouldn’t be doing it.

 I have become more aware of my body … 
my [affected side] was totally dead; 
there was no feeling in half of my body, 
so yoga has helped

 My toes were numb … but … yoga has 
enabled me to differentiate between my 
toes … my toes would curl but now I can 
take 6–7 steps with everything nicely flat 
on the ground.

Garrett et al 2011



Yoga

What is it like 
to practice 
yoga?

Psychosocial 
outcomes 

 Yoga has made an amazing difference to my 
confidence & my calmness. It has improved my 
ability to think clearly & talk to people and 
explain myself. The breathing & meditation is 
powerful stuff that has changed me, & that is 
why I will continue.

 Yoga has helped me catch up emotionally. I have 
pushed myself physically for the last 20 years … I 
am feeling more committed to myself. When I 
am stressed I don’t eat. I can go for days and not 
realise. I am much more in control of that … yoga 
has made me feel supported, I am OK. I can listen 
to that calm, yoga is supporting this. I still stress 
from time to time but it doesn’t feel as bad … I 
think the emotional side of yoga has been 
really more important than the physical.

Garrett et al. 2011



Mindfulness

What do 
people think 
when they 
hear the word 
‘mindfulness’?
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Mindfulness

What is it?
Mindfulness means paying attention 

in a particular way; on purpose, 
in the present moment and

non-judgementally

Image by Denny Franzkowiak from Pixabay



Mindfulness

 Mindfulness is about being more fully present in our 
lives, embracing all our experiences and, importantly, 
changing the relationship we have towards our 
suffering.

 Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction is delivered as a 
standardised self-management intervention.

 2.5 hour sessions, weekly for 8 weeks, with one 6-hour 
silent retreat in week 6

 Skills taught in class are practiced ‘at home’

What is it?



Unleash 
your super 
power

Short video

Why Mindfulness is a Superpower



Mindfulness 
Based Stress 
Reduction

How might 
it help after 
a stroke?

Developed to treat untreatable chronic pain

Review findings: stroke
  4 studies; 160 participants

Positive trend across a range of outcomes
o Anxiety
o Depression
o Mental fatigue
o Blood pressure
o Perceived health
o Quality of life

Image by Mirko Bozzato from PixabayLawrence et al. 2013



Mindfulness

What is it like 
to practice 
mindfulness?

Experience of 
Mindfulness

Organisation of 
MBSR sessions

 … I found it interesting. Very 
informative, and very relaxing

 … you’ve got to be very focused. 
It’s actually very hard to do - 
that’s the impression I get

 If we’re talking about 2 hours of 
mindfulness practice then, yeah, 
it’s too much

 If someone feels they’re physically 
able, then they might need it [for] 
the anxiety

 … for someone else who maybe 
needs ... physical rehab first, then 
maybe it’s further down the line …

Jani et al 2018



Mindfulness

What is it like 
to practice 
mindfulness?

Practising 
mindfulness in 
the long-term

 Mindfulness is not golf. You don’t have to 
go and find a [golf] bag and, then, 
however many clubs to stick it out. And, 
then, find a [golf club] membership and 
then book a tee time it’s... you can do it 
anywhere. And, it’s [mindfulness] not, it’s 
not expensive … it’s accessible

 But I still think, at home, you wouldn’t do 
it [mindfulness]

 … it’s giving me a wee bit of ‘me-time’, 
you know, just to get away from 
everybody and ... see the [thoughts] that 
are giving me a rough time, [I] just block 
them out

Jani et al 2018



HEADS: UP
Helping Ease Anxiety and 
Depression after Stroke



MORE CONFIDENT 
HEADS: UP was a bit of 
a turning point … 
everyone has [gone on 
to do] more things … 
[it] gave us a bit of a 
jump start

BETTER 

RELATIONSHIPS

I have been listening 
to the Loving 
Kindness [audio] 
and trying to be 
more kind to 
everyone in my 
family and a bit 
wider. I feel like my 
relationships … have 
got better

LESS ANXIOUS
[mindfulness has] helped to focus 
my mind to keep positive rather 
than letting the negative side of 
things takeover

HEADS UP 
participants

How did it help 
6 months later?



A short 
mindfulness 
practice

 led by

Mark Williams
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Thank you!
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