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STRIKING A

New research shows yoga has surprising      
          health benefi ts for cancer survivors.

BY KATE MEYERS

IIN SOME WEIRD WAY IT FIGURES: ONE OF THE 

newest ways to cope with cancer is thousands of years 

old. That’s what leading cancer doctors learned at the 

2010 American Society of Clinical Oncology meeting 

for oncologists when researchers shared the latest—

sometimes surprising—benefi ts of yoga. �

FOR SURVIVORS
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“Even though cancer took away some of my 
physical ability, YOGA HAS GIVEN ME STRENGTH that 

I never thought I’d regain.”

Turns out that yoga, long known as a calming mind-body exercise, 
can do more than just reduce stress (always a healthy move); it offers 
people with cancer help in three specifi c areas, according to the 
largest-to-date study on the ancient practice and cancer. “We can 
now say defi nitively that cancer survivors who perform gentle yoga 
sleep better, feel less fatigued, and enjoy better quality of life,” says 
study leader Karen Mustian, Ph.D., an assistant professor of radiation 
oncology and community and preventive medicine at the University 

of Rochester Medical Center’s James P. Wilmot Cancer Center. 
Of course, no one is saying that yoga is a replacement 

for medical care. “It’s certainly not a substitute for surgery, 
chemotherapy, or radiation—the life-saving and traditional 
therapies,” says Dr. Mustian. “But yoga really should be integrated 
with the more typical care that we think of for cancer, particularly 
given its potential for helping with side effects and symptom 
management for so many different types of cancer.” 

Mustian’s study was a randomized clinical trial that involved 410 
survivors in 12 cities—mostly women—who were dealing with sleep 
problems. She worked with a yoga expert to create a patented program 
so that all study participants were doing the same poses (the diversity 
of yoga practices had been a problem with previous studies), and she 
trained each of her handpicked instructors. Members in the yoga groups 
went to a 75-minute class twice a week for four weeks. Among the 
many promising fi ndings, participants reported a 42 percent reduction 
in fatigue. “This is huge because one of the most prevalent and 
troublesome side effects of treatment is fatigue. We don’t see that kind 
of reduction with the medications that we’ve been testing for fatigue,” 
says Mustian, who points out there are other, smaller, studies that 
suggest yoga benefi ts a variety of treatment-related problems, including 
anxiety, diminished immune response, and irregular circadian rhythms. 
“Yoga’s impact is really widespread and multitargeted; it can affect many 
outcomes with one single intervention.”

Studies such as Mustian’s are part of a growing area of scientifi c 
research involving yoga and cancer survivors. Last year researchers 
at the University of Texas M.D. Anderson Cancer Center in 
Houston were awarded $4.5 million to study the effects that yoga, 
meditation, and stretching have on breast cancer survivors and their 
productivity at work. Another recent study, also involving breast 
cancer survivors, at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center 
in Seattle (a LIVESTRONG Survivorship Center of Excellence), 
looked at the effects of yoga on fatigue, quality of life, and weight 
change. “I would say that the results are encouraging,” says 
Alyson Littman, Ph.D., assistant professor of epidemiology at the 
University of Washington and co-investigator of the Hutchinson 
study. “There’s a growing body of evidence that yoga can be 
benefi cial for those who are receptive to it. It’s not a one-size-fi ts-all, 
but I don’t think there’s a downside to giving it a try.”

TAKING TO THE MAT 
While science works to measure results, survivors take to the mat 
across the country. Laura Kupperman has been teaching Yoga for 
Survivors in Boulder, Colo., since 2005. A breast cancer survivor 
herself, Kupperman had been an active yoga practitioner before, Im
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POSE: SUPPORTED FISH WITH SNOW ANGELS 
What it’s good for: Helps open your chest and respiratory 
systems and oxygenate your tissues. Helps relax tight 
tissue, and is gently energizing. Great early morning move. 
How to do it: Use two blocks or phone books. Place one 
block under your head so forehead and chin are level. 
Place the second block even with bottom of your shoulder 
blades. Keep legs fl at and extended as shown (if this puts 
strain on your lower back, bend knees with soles of feet on 
the fl oor, feet wide, knees touching). 
1)  Relaxed start: Take 10 to 20 deep breaths, inhaling and 

exhaling through nose. Focus breathing into the lungs, 
expanding the rib cage on each inhalation.

2)  You’ll move your arms as if you’re making a snow angel 
on the fl oor. Inhale as you move arms overhead slowly, 
palms up. Pause. Exhale as arms move down. (Allow 
arms to rise off the fl oor during the move if you feel pain.) 
Repeat 10 times, slowly, arms in time with each breath.

TOP MOVES FOR SURVIVORS

THESE THREE YOGA POSTURES, 
(at right and on page 62), adapted 

from classic yoga, are popular in 
classes and solo sessions as part of 
the “Yoga for Survivors” program 

led by instructor and seven-year 
breast cancer survivor Laura 

Kupperman of Boulder, Colo. Each 
can be adapted for those who 

have compromised mobility 
or strength following treatment 

or recovery.

during, and after her treatment. She has worked with hundreds of 
survivors in hospitals, rehab centers, and yoga studios. Among them 
is Gary Sobol, 71. “I was an ultra-marathoner but when I heard the 
words, ‘You have cancer,’ I felt like my body really let me down,” he says. 
“You lose confi dence in it. But when you do the yoga and are able to 
do things you couldn’t do before, you start to regain confi dence. Even 
though cancer took away some of my physical ability, yoga has given 
me strength that I never thought I’d regain.” Sobol is now dealing with 
Parkinson’s disease, but he continues to attend his yoga classes several 
times a week and has the spirit of a true survivor: “I put on that yellow 
LIVESTRONG wristband as soon as I was diagnosed and I’ve never 
taken it off. This morning I was literally out climbing a mountain!”

Clearly, Sobol enjoys the strength and fl exibility that come with 
consistent practice. Darlene Distler, a pharmacy technician and 
survivor who participated in the Rochester study, appreciates the 
mental rewards. “With a cancer diagnosis, there’s always fear and 
anxiety. Yoga gave power back to me. It was something I could do 
for myself, rather than something someone did to me or for me.”

Interested in yoga as part of your own cancer treatment? 
Mustian suggests a check-in with your oncologist or primary 
care physician to make sure there’s nothing to preclude physical 
activity, and then fi nding a gentle hatha or restorative yoga class. 
“I’d recommend not pushing your body too far and focusing on 
the mindfulness components and the breathing. You can get some 
tremendous benefi ts from that early on.” It’s also critical that your 
instructor is well-credentialed and has experience with students 
who have chronic illness so he or she is able to adapt and alter 
poses to suit the unique needs of someone in recovery.

“Athletes talk about the ‘fl ow’ or the ‘zone’ as a magical, 
powerful place where everything is connected in the moment. Their 
mind is really in tune with their body,” says Mustian. “I think that’s 
what we can do with yoga—help individuals with cancer fi nd their 
way to that space.” �

kate meyers, who writes for O, InStyle, and Redbook, is a 
contributing editor of LIVESTRONG Quarterly.

Photography for LIVESTRONG Quarterly by Michael Robson
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3
POSE: COW/CAT  
What it’s good for: Stretching, and building strength in core, 
as well as arms, legs, and shoulder girdle.  
How to do it: Start on all fours with wrists lined up under your 
shoulders, knees lined up under hips, fi ngers spread wide, 
index fi ngers parallel. (If this hurts your wrists, fold your mat a 
couple of times and place the heels of your hands on the mat, 
with fi ngertips down to the fl oor.) Weight should be on the 
base of your knuckles: triceps are fi rm. Knees hip-width apart.
1)  On your inhale breath, soften your belly and let it hang; 

this is the cow position. As shoulder blades slide down and 
tailbone gently tips up, gaze straight ahead, arms straight 
and strong. 

2)  On exhale: tuck chin in, imagine bringing navel to spine. 
Lift spine toward ceiling as tailbone gently tucks under; 
this is the angry cat position. Inhale back “down” to cow; 
exhale to cat. Start slowly, with three to fi ve positions each, 
building strength over time, especially for those post-surgery. 
Build to 10 cats, 10 cows. �    

2
POSE: WIND-RELIEVING FLOW  
What it’s good for: Digestion, elimination, lymphatic fl ow, 
stretching, toning. 
How to do it: Start by lying face up with legs together, hands 
close to hips, and palms facing legs. 
1)  Inhale, bringing both arms straight overhead. Exhale, 

drawing right knee up and in, and give it a very gentle tug 
with both hands. (Ideally, with fi ngers interlaced.) Inhale as 
you release right leg down, stretching the leg longer, outward, 
as you release. Simultaneously stretch both arms overhead. 
Exhale, and switch to the other side. Repeat 10 times each 
side. Tip: While releasing, keep leg active and engaged, with 
ankle fl exed as if you’re pressing down on a gas pedal. 

2)  After 10 times each side, hold right leg in and inhale deeply. 
Focus the breath into the right side of your lower torso. Keep 
collarbone fl at and wide. Hold pose for 10 breaths. Inhale 
and release arms over head. Exhale and repeat with left leg 
and left side of torso. 

Photography for LIVESTRONG Quarterly by Michael Robson
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