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Grab a good night’s 
sleep with these 

simple but powerful 
yoga relaxation tools.  

By Stephen Marks
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After a common cold, the 
second most popular reason to 
visit the doctor is for insomnia 
or bad sleeping patterns. While 
it may not be immediately 

obvious, there are numerous practices within 
yoga which can really assist with a good 
night’s sleep.  We all know how difficult it is 
to survive without proper sleep and there is 
more and more research coming out all the 
time which suggests that premature ageing 
and illness can result where we become sleep 
deprived. However, by practicing breathing, 
special meditative techniques and a couple of 
specific yoga postures, a good night’s sleep 
can be within your reach. 

1 Child’s pose
Child’s pose may be one of the most well-
known yoga poses. Certainly, it has several 
relaxing properties. First of all, it is very 
calming for the mind and by placing one’s 
head or third eye (the spot just between the 
eyebrows) on the mat a soothing effect on 
the brain is achieved. The inward fold of the 
body in essence sends a signal to the brain 
that you are safe. In many ways you are also 
signalling that you are beginning to wind 
down, to stop and recharge your batteries, 
which is a precursor to falling asleep. On a 
physiological level, when child’s pose is done 
with the knees closed together, the internal 
organs are massaged, which in turns helps 
digestion. The effect on the back too is 
relaxing as it decompresses the lower spine.  
The hips too will open up where knees are 
taken wide apart. This posture really is like 
shifting back down in the gears of a car, 
finally bringing it to rest.  

2 Legs-up-the-wall
Legs-up-the-wall pose is another brilliant 
posture to help the body wind down. The 
sanskrit name of ‘Viparita Karani’ means 
inverted inaction. When the legs are put up 
the wall this has the effect of promoting 
drainage from excess fluid build up in 
the ankles and knees. Gravity assists the 
circulation by returning the flow of blood 
back to the heart and the stomach. This 
posture is in fact a counter pose to standing 
or sitting all day. At the same time, the 
hamstrings and lower back are stretched 
and lower back tension is relieved. So 
the pose provides a pleasant rebalancing 
whether you are stressed, fatigued, jet-
lagged or you have just been standing all 
day. Furthermore, this pose is achieved by 
doing very little, not just inverting your legs 

but inverting the whole notion of action. 
When you relax by putting your legs up the 
wall you are doing the exact opposite of 
activity and we learn that positive results 
can come from doing less, not more. Again, 
this is another posture where we let the body 
rest and start to wind down.

3 Breathing exercises
For those in the know, pranayama – 
breathing practices – is one of the eight 
limbs of yoga. We can relax the systems 
of the body by engaging in some simple 
breathing techniques. The optimal rate for 
adults to breathe is between three and six 
breaths a minute, but typically now we are 
taking between 12 and 20. If we rebalance 
our breath and slow it down, this can have 
a calming effect. In particular, breathing in 
and out through the nose and using the 
abdomen more than the chest can have a 
hugely beneficial effect. This breathing can 
be practiced either laying down or even 
sitting and placing one hand on the belly 
and feeling the belly inflate and deflate like 
a balloon. Counting to four on an inhale 
and then to four on an exhale is a good way 
to slow the breath down. To enhance this 
method of breathing, a simple visualisation 
technique can be incorporated at the same 
time. This involves imagining a gentle tide 
from the sea rolling into the shore on the 
inhalation and then rolling back out again on 
the exhalation. 

4 Yoga nidra 
The final technique to aid sleep can be 
found in the practice of yoga nidra. Nidra 
is sanskrit for sleep and yoga nidra has 
been variously described as the sleep of the 
yogis, yogic sleep or a form of conscious 
sleep. In essence, it is a guided or santosha 
meditation where you lie down and listen 
to the person delivering the nidra. It is 
started often with a progressive relaxation 
or bodyscan of the whole body, mimicking 
the natural process of physical relaxation. 
Techniques are then used to quieten the 
mind using the breath and focus on some 
visual images, opposite sensations or 
journey metaphors. There are a growing 
number of these classes now and a good 
selection of resources available online.  

Whether you choose to rely on postures, 
better breathing exercises or yoga nidra – 
or all of these tools – there are plenty of 
practices available to you from the world 
of yoga that can assist you in achieving a 
better night’s sleep.  

Bilateral relations 
Yoga is going from strength-to-strength in China, bringing together two of Asia’s great 
rivals. The China-India Yoga College, opened last year in Kunming, has drawn thousands of 
followers to its free classes. China’s first yoga college is based in Kunming’s Yunnan Minzu 
(Nationalities) University. College deputy director Lu Fang said more than 70 teachers had 
been trained up and nearly 3,000 people had participated in free classes. He said more 
Chinese people wanted to learn from Indian yoga masters. “They not only learn yoga 
positions, but also sutras, philosophy, culture and dining habits from the Indian tutors.”

Scientific research
The Indian government has received over 600 proposals from scientists and academics 
to conduct research under its Science and Technology of Yoga and Meditation (SATYAM) 
programme. The scheme is aimed at encouraging scientific research on the effects 
of yoga and meditation on physical and mental health and on cognitive functioning 
in healthy people as well as in patients with disorders. The Ministry of Science and 
Technology in New Delhi will now shortlist around 25 proposals. Organisations such 
as the National Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences have submitted bids, 
according to secretary Ashutosh Sharma. 
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