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Seven years ago, we at Kripalu made an 
exciting decision: to undertake a serious 
yoga research program.  

by Stephen Cope

It all began with a chance meeting. I was attending 
the opening dinner celebrating Harvard’s new 
program in Asian Medicine and Healing, and had 
an opportunity to chat with Dr. Sat Bir Khalsa—a 

Harvard professor with a reputation as the nation’s most 
influential yoga researcher. Sat Bir and I huddled in a corner 

while the activity swirled around us, and we began to fantasize 
about the kinds of yoga research we might accomplish together. 

That night, we talked primarily about studying the effects of yoga on 
optimal performing states, working with athletes and musicians and 
surgeons—even astronauts! I left the dinner completely lit up.

yoga research at 
kripalu: the power 
of possibility
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When I got back to Kripalu, I dis-
cussed the possibilities with our leader-
ship. Everyone agreed: Kripalu must 
undertake a serious research program. 
Why? For a number of important reasons. 
First of all, our mission demanded it. 
Our mission statement at that time was: 
“To transform individuals and society 
through the practice of yoga.” (Our cur-
rent mission statement is “to empower 
people and communities to realize their 
full potential through the transformative 
wisdom and practice of yoga”—a similar 
mandate for intensive yoga research.) It 
was perfectly obvious to us that we could 
not accomplish this mission—could not, 
indeed, influence mainstream America in 
any significant way—without establish-
ing concrete scientific data to support our 
work. Second, it was clear that Kripalu 
was (and is) the only yoga institution in 
the United States with the kind of robust 
infrastructure required for a serious sci-
entific program. It began to feel more and 
more like our calling—our dharma.  

Since that time, we have fully em-
braced this challenge. And so was born the 
Institute for Extraordinary Living (IEL). 
Since those early months, the IEL has de-
veloped partnerships with a world-class 
team of research faculty at prestigious 
universities—most of them at Harvard 
Medical School. We have completed doz-
ens of diverse studies of the effects and 
larger impact of yoga. To name just a few: 
a yoga program for police academy cadets; 
a study of the effects of yoga on musi-
cians at the Tanglewood Music Center, the 
Boston University Tanglewood Institute, 
and the Boston Conservatory; a Kripalu 
Yoga intervention for post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) in veterans, supported by 
funding from the Department of Defense; 
research on long-term changes in brain 
structure and function in advanced yoga 
practitioners; a Kripalu Yoga curriculum 
for adolescents within high school settings; 
and studies on the benefits for participants 
in a number of Kripalu programs, includ-
ing Teaching for Diversity, Panchakarma/
Ayurveda, Semester Intensive, Integrative 
Weight Loss, and our yoga teacher train-
ing. We have published many significant 
papers in professional journals nation-
wide—and many more will be forthcoming 
in the next 12 months. In the process, we 
have cultivated a robust cadre of enthusias-
tic donors—including many of you. 

Now, seven years into this undertak-
ing, we know firsthand the kinds of mind-

bending challenges that the establishment of 
a dedicated research program brings in its 
wake. We see clearly that yoga research is in 
its merest infancy. But we’ve had some very 
important successes, and we’ve discovered 
some important guiding principles—lessons 
that will help us be increasingly effective in 
the next phase of our efforts.

What are the most important of these 
guiding principles? Here is a short list.

Focus.
In the early years of our work, we tried our 
hand at a remarkable number of research 
projects in a wide range of environments. 
We began with a study of yoga’s effects on 
performance in elite musicians and ath-
letes. This led to a productive and exciting 
three-year collaboration with Tanglewood 
Music Center, our neighbor in Stockbridge. 
We chose this domain in part because I 
am a classically trained musician and have 
long been intrigued by the ways in which 
yoga systematically develops optimal cog-
nitive and physiological capacities. 

After our initial success studying 
optimal states—states in which musicians 
performed to their highest potential—we 
branched out. Our team began to examine 
the other end of the spectrum—not opti-
mal experience, but sub-optimal experi-
ence. We began to investigate, in earnest, 
the experience of suffering populations, 
turning our attention particularly toward 
the intense suffering of American military 
personnel with PTSD; those dealing with 
obesity; and highly stressed mental-health 
workers and other frontline providers, in-
cluding police. We examined the current 

suffering among students in American 
schools, and developed a comprehensive 
program for adolescents in multiple sec-
ondary-school settings.    

And what has it all taught us? More 
than anything else, I think, in our first seven 
years, we have learned how important it is 
for us to focus our work. “Winners focus, 
losers scatter,” says Stephen Covey in The 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. 
And where should we focus? It has become 
clear to our team that our work can most 
productively focus on two areas: education 
and health care. These are the two most im-
portant systems that permeate our society, 
and both of these systems are currently in 
severe crisis. We believe that we can have the 
biggest impact on our global community by 
studying yoga’s effects in these two domains. 
And so we have decided now to bring to a 
close most of our other studies and focus 
exclusively on our work in schools and in 
health care—to bring every skill we have to 
bear on the crisis in these two institutions. 

This decision has been bracing and 
inspiring, and we are certain that it is go-
ing to enhance our impact.

Think globally,  
act locally.
Studying the effects of yoga on a specific 
population is an enormously complicated 
undertaking. It requires the development 
of precise, highly targeted, and standard-
ized curricula; the deployment of our very 
best yoga teachers; and the engagement 
of a large staff of highly trained scientists 
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and research associates. And, not insig-
nificantly, our projects are often carried 
out in large and complex host institutions 
(schools, hospitals, clinics, businesses). 
We’ve found these projects work much 
more smoothly if we are in a sustained 
and deep relationship with our host in-
stitutions. We’ve discovered that we need 
strong relationships with the schools, 
hospitals, and clinics we work with in 
order to establish the trust and flexibility 
required for our interventions.

We’ve learned, not surprisingly, that 
many of our projects work most effectively 
if we do them close to home. In our own 
backyard! Luckily, we have an interest-
ing—and remarkably diverse—“backyard.” 
We have, in Berkshire County, demograph-
ics that mirror a broad spectrum of the 
nation—from the often wealthy, privileged 
populations of Lenox and Stockbridge, to 
the sometimes challenged populations of 
Pittsfield and North Adams. It turns out 
that almost every demographic that our 
team needs to study is right here—close to 
Kripalu, close to our best faculty, close to 
our administrative leaders.  

In addition to focusing our efforts on 
education and health care, we have made 
a policy decision to stay close to home, 
when we can. Therefore, we have planted 
our flag deeply in Berkshire County. We 
have been working with many diverse 
school populations here—including Mon-
ument Mountain Regional High School, 
Pittsfield High School, Taconic High 
School, Mount Everett High School, and 
others. On the health-care side, we have 
just entered into an exciting partnership 
with Berkshire Medical Center, the area’s 
largest regional health center (with an em-
ployee population of 3,000) and have been 
in dialogue with another major local med-
ical center, St. Peter’s Hospital in Albany, 
New York. In addition, we have spent the 
spring and summer of this year working 
with one of western Massachusetts’ largest 
mental-health organizations.  

We’re excited about our decision to 

make an impact in our neck of the woods. 
It means that we can “get in” and “stay in” 
host institutions for the long haul, yield-
ing long-term data. We can watch as these 
institutions themselves are transformed. 
We can observe, over time, the profound 
impact on these institutions. (After four 
years at Monument Mountain High 
School, for example, we are already seeing 
important institutional effects. Parents, 
teachers, administrators, and students all 
comment on this transformation.)  

This decision does not mean that we 
will never conduct research at a distant 
location—but it does mean that we will, 
when possible, deploy our resources in 
Berkshire County. We’ll then use our local 
programmatic and scientific successes to 
leverage our work around the country and 
the world. Think globally, act locally!

Develop Olympic-
level patience and 
persistence.
Scientific yoga research is, as Sat Bir 
warned us from the beginning, hard 
work. Like almost everything else that’s 

Lineage Holders
What does it mean to hold the teachings

of past masters? Links in a chain that

stretches back in time, we walk the fine

line between honoring what came before

and birthing a new vision.

What keeps a lineage vibrant, enlivens

practices with the energy of truth and

transformation? What weaves individual

souls into the whole cloth of tradition,

and a great work moving forward

through the ages?

It is remembrance and the willingness

to let go of form. It is bold dreams

and fearless action. It is taking the

teachings into the fray of everyday life,

saying yes to what the moment holds.

Whether we chose the path or it

chose us, we can shake the dust

from our feet and walk forward

without dwelling in the past—

each step a part of

the lineage unfolding.

—Danna Faulds

It has become clear to our team that our 
work can most productively focus on 
two areas: education and health care.
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important in life, it’s a process of solving 
extremely complex problems, day in and 
day out.

Because we are at the forefront of 
yoga research, and because yoga research 
itself is in its infancy, we have been faced 
with some particularly intricate scientific 
problems right out of the gate. Our biggest 
challenge, certainly, is simply learning 
how to properly measure the effects that 
we are seeing. Western science is only 
now learning how to measure states of 
well-being. While we tend to be very good 
at measuring pathology, we’re not experi-
enced at measuring the so-called “unitive” 
states that we know are the result of yoga 
practice.  

We do have some scientific predeces-
sors whose work we can build on—and 
this has ameliorated some of the early 
challenges. For example, there is no doubt 
that we are standing on the shoulders of 
successes in the study of mindfulness 
meditation, particularly the Jon Kabat 
Zinn–inspired Mindfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction (MBSR). But we have already 
seen (particularly in our brain stud-
ies) that yoga has different effects than 
meditation, and may work through quite 
different mechanisms, so there is only so 
far that the methodology and findings of 
MBSR will take us. There will be times, 
we’re quite certain, when we will have to 
develop our own measures, and validate 
them, truly as scientific pioneers.

All of this has taught us a third les-
son: It is essential in this work to develop 
world-class patience and persistence. Sci-
ence moves in long arcs. I did not know 
when we started this work that some of 
our papers would take many years from 
planning to publication. Only now, in our 
seventh year, are many of our projects 
coming to fruition in the form of fully 
analyzed data and published manuscripts. 

(By the way, the good news here is that in 
2012 alone, we are bringing to fruition at 
least 10 new papers, many of them begun 
years ago.)

The Power of 
Collaboration
Teams of yoga researchers are now 
springing up at universities and medical 
schools all over the country, and they 
are wrestling with many of the same 
problems we wrestle with. Hardly a day 
goes by that we do not get a call from 
somewhere in the world for help and 
consultation, and often a request for col-
laboration. Like most great ventures, 
we’ve discovered that our work is most 
successful when it is highly collaborative. 
Luckily, the yoga research field is rich 
with scientists who play well together!

This field is full of scientists whose 
lives have been changed through their 
own practice of yoga. As a result, it is a 

field marked by passion, generosity, and 
a unity of effort that does not exist in 
all scientific realms. It’s extremely excit-
ing to be part of this world of smart and 
dedicated people—and to see the results 
of bringing many great minds to bear on 
complex problems.  

We are currently collaborating with 
universities, medical schools, and scien-
tists all over the world. We have a diverse 
international working group of great sci-
entists (all volunteering their time) work-
ing on a sophisticated concept paper on 
our primary theoretical construct: self-
regulation. We have an impressive team 
of scientists from all around the country 
collaborating on our schools projects. 
We have a team of scientists from several 
India-based research institutes working 
with us to move yoga research forward 
worldwide. We’re working with the Inter-
national Association of Yoga Teachers to 
develop an annual international scientific 
conference—most likely a conference to 
be held regularly at Kripalu. We’re work-
ing with major hospitals in Boston to 
develop a training program for medical 
residents. The list goes on and on. But 
the mechanism is the same in every case: 
generous collaboration.

Early success
In the world of scientific research, seven 
years is a short time. And yet we’ve al-
ready made significant headway in our 
quest to understand and document the 
effects and mechanisms of yoga. By far the 
most impressive constant in our studies 
is the finding that yoga reliably reduces 
stress, arousal, anxiety, and emotional 
reactivity. We have seen this in virtually 
every study: We saw the reduction of anx-
iety in musicians, the reduction of anger 
in high school students, and the reduction 
of stress in police cadets. We’ve had the 
same results in our PTSD studies—where 
it has become clear that the physical and 
breath-awareness components of yoga 
attenuate the states of hyperarousal that 
are so characteristic of PTSD patients. In 
addition, we’ve had some early indications 
that yoga practice systematically develops 
the classic five factors of mindfulness. 
Ultimately, these changes lead to improve-
ments in overall mood and well-being, as 
shown in most of our populations, and in 
the measure of flow (a profoundly unitive 
experience) in musicians. 

I am convinced that the yoga research 
program that we have undertaken at 
Kripalu will change individual lives, 
families, organizations, communities, 
and, eventually, the world.

Guiding  
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How can I help?
Every evening from 7:00 to 8:00 pm, I 
(like much of the rest of the country) 
watch the news on television. All too 
often, I feel overwhelmed by its messages, 
and by my sense of helplessness. In certain 
ways, we seem to be a society in decline. 
We are in the midst of an epidemic of 
greed, and of hatred for those who are 
different. We seem to be profoundly 
confused about our values. In our schools, 
we see an increase in bullying, cheating, 
and violence. Everywhere, we face a puz-
zling deterioration in the civility of our 
discourse. We see an alarming inability 
to delay gratification and a deteriorat-
ing capacity to stay with complex tasks 
and maintain perspective on what really 
matters. All of this reflects a dishearten-
ing cultural trend: an increasing inability 
to self-regulate, an inability to manage 
our raw, unfiltered emotions and drives. 
Through our studies in the schools and in 
health-care settings, our team can see how 
this trend infects our institutions. 

When faced with these alarming 
trends, we want so badly to help. But 
where in the world do we begin? What 
can we actually do?

I am convinced that the yoga research 
program that we have undertaken at 
Kripalu will change individual lives, fami-
lies, organizations, communities, and, 
eventually, the world. We know, based 
on seven years of research, that our work 
makes a difference in helping individu-
als and institutions to self-regulate and 
increase thriving. This work is a place 
where we can begin. It is concrete, skill-
ful action—and it is something we can do 
together.  

“Never doubt that a small but com-
mitted group of people can change the 
world,” exhorted the great anthropologist 
Margaret Mead. “Indeed, there is nothing 
else that can change the world.” We very 
much hope that you will join our small, 
committed group of people, and join us in 
making a real difference in this world. n 

Stephen Cope, MSW, is Director of the 
Kripalu Institute for Extraordinary Living. 
A psychotherapist and senior Kripalu Yoga 
teacher, he is author of Yoga and the Quest 
for the True Self; The Wisdom of Yoga: A 
Seeker’s Guide to Extraordinary Living; 
and The Great Work of Your Life: A Guide 
for the Journey to Your True Calling. 

Bringing yoga’s  
impact into focus
A sampling of studies conducted by the Kripalu Institute for Extraordinary Living

Yoga and Musicians
Young musicians in the Tanglewood summer music program who engaged in 
regular yoga practice scored lower than a control group on levels of perfor-
mance anxiety, and reported increased flow states (states of energized focus 
and full involvement).

Yoga in the Schools
In an ongoing study that has included more than 700 high school students, 
participants who practiced yoga as part of their physical-education curriculum 
showed a decrease in tension, anxiety, and negativity as opposed to similar 
groups of controls.

Yoga and the Brain
Using the latest MRI technology, this study examined the effects of  
long-term yoga practice on the structure and function of the brain,  
comparing adept yogis with adept meditators. Data analysis is underway.

Yoga for Frontline Providers
In conjunction with psychological, medical, and social-service professionals, 
this ongoing study, now in its early stages, measures the impact of yoga on 
caregivers in high-stress situations, focusing on factors such as empathy, re-
silience, and quality of care. 

Yoga and PTSD
In a groundbreaking study of yoga and PTSD supported by the Department of 
Defense, active duty and veteran military personnel attend two Kripalu Yoga 
classes each week for 10 weeks and practice at home every day for 15 min-
utes. Primary goals are to reduce PTSD severity and symptoms and decrease 
nervous system arousal; data analysis is underway.
 
Yoga and Police
Thirty-nine police cadets in a training program in Springfield, Massachusetts, 
participated in a six-week yoga program and showed a reduction in perceived 
stress.

Yoga and College Students
Students ages 18–25 who participated in a six-month residential yoga-based 
educational program showed increases in mindfulness and compassion linked 
to their sense of overall well-being, as opposed to demographically matched 
controls.

Yoga for Weight Loss
Preliminary results of a three-year pilot study measuring the effects of regular 
yoga practice on weight loss show improvements in participants’ sense of well-
being, healthy behaviors such as diet and exercise, and overall weight loss.


