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By Nicole DeAvilla

Ihave been to all four of the Yoga
Research 101 SYR pre-conferences and
each time I learn something new. Each

year Sat Bir Khalsa brings in both new
and old presenters with a different theme,
thus providing continuity, refreshing new
insights, and different angles to view and
learn about the emerging field of yoga
research and how to get involved. Over
the years, the discussions have become
more sophisticated. An informal show of
hands revealed approximately one third of
the attendees were researchers, one third
yoga therapists, and one third yoga teach-
ers. There was a focus on designing more
sophisticated yoga research interventions
and the training and mindset needed from
yoga therapists that help the research
teams deliver those interventions. As in
previous years, the concern of how do we
keep the yoga in yoga research was once
again articulated. This year there seemed
to me to be a maturing on that subject and
a little more ease seen in the researchers,
yoga therapists, and yoga teachers than
in years past.

The session opened with Nicole
Culos-Reed, PhD, a cancer researcher
and psychologist. Her topic was “Basic
Issues for Yoga Therapists Contemplating
Research Involvement.” She offered a
researcher's perspective on the role of the
yoga therapist in research and gave some
useful information to those wanting to
work with a research team. 

First, she counseled yoga therapists
to ask some questions of themselves:
What do you have to gain? What do you
have to give? It's important to be clear
about your reasons for wanting to become
involved in research, the skills you have to
offer, and your expectations for being
involved with research (e.g., the time com-
mitment required on your part). When
speaking with researchers you should ask
questions about your role in the study and
what they would require of you, so that
your expectations can reasonably be
matched with the project's needs.
Researchers may have a number of goals

themselves for the project in question, but
their ultimate goal is to have the research
published in a peer-reviewed journal. At
some point, you should ask whether you
as yoga therapist will be mentioned as part
of the research team and if you will be
credited as author on the resulting paper.

As a researcher, Culos-Reed relies on
the yoga therapist's expertise to help with
designing the study protocol, gaining
access to patients, and other factors
depending on the particular research proj-
ect. When considering a yoga therapist to
invite on a research project, she looks at
the training, background, and experience
of the yoga therapist—a key issue is
whether the teacher has experience work-
ing with the population being studied. Will-
ingness to follow research ethics, protocol,
and reporting is also important. Research-
ers look for yoga therapists who are easy
to work with and easy to communicate
with; yoga therapists must understand that
working with large institutions can be cum-
bersome. The panel of presenters all
agreed that IAYT's accreditation of yoga
therapist training programs and eventual
certification of yoga therapists will make
finding qualified yoga therapists to work
with that much easier.

Next up was Arlene Schmid, PhD,
OTR, speaking on “Developing Feasible
Yoga Intervention Research Studies.”
Feasibility studies show that an interven-
tion is well received by the sample of
study participants—that they will adhere
to the study requirements and eventually 

show a positive benefit of the intervention.
Also called pilot studies, these types of
feasibility studies show proof of concept
and prepare for later research that is
more extensive and geared toward expla-
nation. For example, a feasibility study
helps to determine such factors as the
best outcomes to measure, recruitment
and eligibility rates to expect from that
population, and adherence rate to the pro-
tocol. In addition, participants are asked
practical questions such as whether they
were they satisfied with their instructor,
how easy was transportation to and park-
ing at the study site, and the ease or diffi-
culty in participating. Some key elements
are retention of study participants and
making participant safety a priority.

This discussion led nicely into the
next presentation by Gurjeet Birdee, MD,
MPH, on the topic: “Standardization in
Yoga Interventions in Research.” 
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Standardization of yoga practices has
always been an issue in yoga research.
There is a common concern in the yoga
community that in standardizing yoga for
the sake of research, something will be
lost—that it is not “real world yoga.” Bird-
ee addressed this concern by pointing out
that research yoga is specifically about
yoga in healthcare. Important topics to
consider in standardizing yoga study pro-
tocols include the context (use of a book,
video, online, live instructor, or a combina-
tion of these formats), how it is taught
(verbally, demonstrating in front of the
room only, hands-on style, with or without
assistants), how much attention each stu-
dent gets from the instructor (first-name
basis, tone, eye contact, talking individual-
ly or not), yoga tradition used in the inter-
vention, and study design. 

After much discussion on what is
needed for good research design and its
implementation, Suzanne Danhauer, PhD,
spoke on “Treatment Fidelity in Yoga
Research” and gave concrete steps that
yoga researchers can take to maximize
treatment fidelity. Treatment fidelity refers
to methodological strategies used to moni-
tor and enhance the reliability and validity
of the study's outcomes when complex
behaviors are being studied. It is impor-
tant to track the degree to which an inter-
vention was delivered as it was intended.
Such tracking allows for early detection of
potential errors in delivering the interven-
tion that would muddy the results and their
interpretation. These errors can then be
remedied early on, which helps ensure
that the intervention is uniform throughout
the study. She listed the following five
steps in this tracking process.

1. Study design—Have a standardized
manual and a clear focus. Include a
plan for setbacks. 

2. Provider training—Be selective and
provide standardized training to the
yoga therapists delivering the interven-
tion.

3. Treatment delivery—Have yoga ther-
apists follow a treatment manual.
Observe or record yoga classes being
delivered. 

4. Treatment receipt—Assess partici-
pant ability to perform intervention skills
and build in a strategy to improve those
skills.

5. Enactment of treatment skills—
Assess performance of skills learned in
an applied setting to gauge how skills
can be used outside of the study (i.e.,
generalization). 

Researchers do not look for the exact
same skill sets in a yoga therapist for
every research project. Different tasks
require different skills. Participating in the
design of a study vs. delivering the proto-
col are two such different skills. Also,
depending on the kinds of questions being
asked in a particular research project, the
exact training and experience required in a
yoga therapist to deliver the intervention
will vary. For example, researchers do
look at credentials and years of experi-
ence. However, years of experience can
be perceived as a plus or a minus. Some
researchers have found that a more expe-
rienced yoga therapist may be less willing
to adhere to the exact protocol of the
study whereas a less experienced one
will. In another example, if the research
involves a particular population, such as
cancer patients or pregnant women, they
will look for yoga therapists with the corre-
sponding skills and experience. 

This brought us to the final talk given
by Partap Khalsa DC, PhD, NIH Program
Director, who spoke about “NCCAM
Research Priorities for Yoga Therapy.” He
gave us very interesting statistics on the
use of yoga and other complementary
health modalities. Public participation in
yoga has continued to increase over the
years and most of these individuals seek
out yoga to provide pain relief and general
wellness. As a branch of NIH, NCCAM is
the biggest funder of yoga research
grants. One of their goals is to build
resources that will facilitate more yoga
research, which is something that confer-
ences such as SYR and its preconference
meeting do. There are typically 15 to 20
active grants awarded by NIH per fiscal
year. This year, the budget for such work
is approximately $124M. 

As a program director, Khalsa's job is
to talk with people at the very beginning of
the research process and discuss viability
and priority. He encouraged people to talk
with him early on so that a lot of time and

energy isn't wasted applying for a grant
that would not be considered. He can
often suggest some strategic changes to a
grant application that will make it more
likely to fare well in the competitive
process. 

Khalsa went on to talk about the
types of rigorous studies that are being
funded and gave tips on how to design a
study that the NIH would be interested in
funding. He mentioned that mechanistic
research on yoga hadn't been talked
about very much at our preconference
event, but that it is indeed being funded
by NCCAM. Mechanistic yoga research
asks how yoga produces its benefit, not
just proof of concept evidence that it does
benefit practitioners in a specific and
measurable way.

As the preconference came to a
close, I reflected on where the field of
yoga research is going and how it has
become more collaborative with getting
yoga therapists involved as part of differ-
ent research teams. The field is getting
more precise in its research design and
methods of measurement. I'm excited to
see what yoga researchers and the IAYT
community will be talking about in the
years to come!  YTT
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It's important to be clear about your reasons for wanting to become
involved in research, the skills you have to offer, and your expectations
of the process.


