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Hello Yogis!  Today we will take a look at three different mechanisms that can cause potential 
harm to the knee joint, and some poses that you’ll want to be mindful of your knees in.  Plus, I’ll 
share some good tips and biomechanics to protect your knee joints!

There is a saying in the physical rehab, movement-as-medicine world that states, “Unless there 
is direct trauma/stress involved, knee pain is always an accessory to hip or ankle joint 
dysfunction.”  If you have knee pain, it’s probably your hip or ankle that is messing it up.  Hips 
and ankles are highly mobile joints compared to your knee that just bends and rotates a tiny bit.  
When your hip or ankle’s range of motion, ROM, is limited, the knee ends up absorbing more 
force when you move.



This form of compensation is how a lot of mechanical knee pain occurs.  It’s always a good idea 
to throw a little ankle and hip ROM work into your warm up before you do yoga.  Mobility work 
opens the range of motion and lights up the nervous system to ensure the joint is stable and 
protected.  It will also help take away any unnecessary forces on your knee, since the other 
joints will be working as they should!

Now it is worth it to mention that in yoga we do some poses that cause extra stress to the knee. 
A lot of this is through how we load, or put force/stress, into the knee joint.  A very common 
example is end-range loading.

End-range loading is a term used to describe putting force on a joint that is at the end of 
physiologic range of motion.  The joint cannot go further and unnecessary force, especially 
repetitive, at this range can cause potential harm to the joint.

Where we commonly see end-range loading in yoga is one legged balancing postures, such as 
Dancer’s Pose, where the knee is extended and locked out.  When the knee is extended at its 
end range, more force is absorbed into the joint and articular surfaces of the bones.  The joint 
surfaces and capsule are absorbing most of the force, rather than the muscles that should be 
helping to absorb force and stabilize the joint.

In yoga there are also poses where we apply direct pressure to the knee joint.  The direct 
pressure poses are the obvious ones, like Camel Pose or Tabletop, where the knee is in direct 
contact with the ground.  It’s a good practice to cushion your knees whenever it’s possible, even 
if it’s comfortable to do it without.

It should be noted that the mechanisms of the compensation, extra stress from end-range 
loading, and direct pressure injuries described above may have no effect initially.  These types 
of injuries occur over time, as the knee is repetitively extended and balanced on.  Without 
proper muscular engagement and stabilization, this can lead to degeneration and arthritic 
changes of the knee joint.



   

Now for some tips for strong healthy knees:

    Warm up your hips and ankles with mobility work before you do yoga.
    Cushion your knees when they are on the ground.
    Always, always, always have a bend to your knee when you are balancing.

 

Strengthen, Mobilize, and Balance your Lower Extremities!

Here’s an exercise called a Star Lunge.  It’s great for training dynamic single leg balance, and 
mobility of the hip-knee-ankle complex of the lower body.

Start: Plant one foot on the ground, keep it there for the first set.

    With your other leg lunge forward, then step back.
    Keep lunging in a Star pattern! (Diagonally in front, directly to the side, diagonally behind you, 
directly behind you, etc)



    Complete the star by lunging to the side of the stationary foot as shown in the diagram above.
    Once you’re done with that leg, switch sides!

Notes & Movement Refinements: 

    Keep the lunges small at first. As you get better, you can begin to lunge further out which will 
challenge your lower extremities in different vectors.
    Focus on how you land your foot. Try to be light and land without sound.
    If pain/discomfort occurs at any point, modify! This is a great pain-free-range-of-motion 
exercise.  Take a step back and work within a range that is comfortable rather than painful.
    Go slow and focus on the sensation of the movement! This kind of movement is not about 
speed, it’s about control.  Speed Hides Need is an old adage in strength training which means 
that going fast makes it easy to compensate!
    You can modify by placing a towel/blanket/floor slider under the moving leg to make this more 
of a sliding exercise.

Star Lunge



Protect your knee joints Yogis!  After all, you only get two and knee replacements are not a fun 
process.

In love & light,

Dr. Yogi Gare
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Welcome back Yogis!

In Part II of our series on the Most Common Injuries in Yoga and How You Can Avoid Them, 
we’ll be taking a look at the lower back.  This is a pretty common area of injury in yoga.  It’s 
more likely, though, that a student has a non-yoga related low back injury from activities in their 
daily lives.  Awareness of the mechanisms described later will help to mitigate any injury in 
class, and provide information to not exacerbate any pre-existing conditions.

Given my education and experience as a Chiropractor, I had a lot to write about this subject.  It 
will be divided into two parts: in part A we’ll look into the prevalence and mechanisms of how a 
student can injure their low back in a class. In part B, we’ll look more into how twisting postures 
can be injurious, and offer some yoga and knowledge that is effective for treating lower back 
pain.
Lower Back Pain Prevalence

Lower back pain is a pretty common problem in most industrialized countries.  According to the 
World Health Organization, it’s one of the top injuries/diseases that accounts for the highest 
amount of days missed from work worldwide!

For some of these people, yoga is an excellent way to provide relief for a distraught lower back.  
A lot of primary care physicians recommend it to not only alleviate back pain, but also to prevent 
it.  This is great news!  In the meta-analysis Yoga for chronic low back pain: A meta-analysis of 
randomized control trials Holtzman and Beggs found that yoga can be an efficacious adjunctive 
treatment for chronic lower back pain with a “medium to large effect on functional disability and 
pain.”  However, due to the wide range of yoga styles and a high range of variability, it’s hard to 
pin down the exact way yoga is beneficial for your lower back.

In general, yoga stresses our body in a variety of different angles.  Movement is medicine, and 
one of the beautiful things about yoga is that, regardless of the style you practice, you’re likely 
moving a lot in a bunch of different vectors.  Like any form of movement though, yoga can be 
injurious and lower back injuries are pretty common.
Mechanism #1: Strength vs Stretching



In yoga we looooove to stretch!  That sensation of length is probably half the reason why many 
of us hit our mats.  If something on our body hurts, as a yogi, our first instinct is to jump right into 
stretching it.  That makes it temporarily feel good, long, and full of bliss, (hell, it might even 
better the alignment of your chakras haha).  This sensation is often short lived, and we often go 
back into hurting a few hours later, or needing to stretch the area again, because sometimes 
areas of our body don’t quite need length/stretching.

Ponder this question:

    “How do we determine if an area of our body needs to be stretched/elongated?”

The answer is often answered by our posture, or what position do I commonly find myself in?

The lower back is an area that is often pre-stretched.  Take a look at this skeleton:

The lower back is commonly put in an elongated position from sitting.

    The erectors that run from our sacrum to our skull are often elongated.
    Our glute max is also stretched from sitting, and often inhibited as a result.
    The hamstrings are a mess because they cross two joints, and end up long at the pelvis, and 
short at the knee (more on this in a future article).

As you may have concluded, for many people, stretching this area is often not the answer! The 
whole posterior chain of muscles along the spine are in a lengthened position for extended and 
repetitive periods of time.  While stretching may feel good, the back of our body often benefits 
most by putting tension back into it.  Strengthening via back bending postures (such as Cobra 
Pose) can work wonders and help to keep the pain/discomfort in your lower back away.



Now I will mention that some people have what is called “Open Scissor Syndrome”.

See how the ribs flare up, and the front of the pelvis flares downward.

In this position, the lower back is shortened, and can use some forward fold stretching to 
lengthen it.  Open Scissor Syndrome is a whole article within itself, but know that the person 
whose posture looks like this is going to have their diaphragmatic breathing impaired big time!

Breath is huge when it comes to alleviation and prevention of back pain, and is likely one of the 
best ways yoga helps.

I like to teach my class under the assumption that everyone was sitting with an elongated lower 
back before they arrived.  (I will note that I do live in southern California where most people 
drive and commute to their yoga studios).  Therefore, I sequence in some spinal extension 
(back bending such as a few repetitions of Cobra Pose) towards the beginning of class, just to 
give yogi’s low backs a bit of strength and awareness so that they don’t strain it as we move into 
different postures throughout class.

On a final note, I almost always start class by having people lay on their backs.  One of my 
mentor doctors when I was in Chiropractic school said that sometimes the best treatment you 
can give someone, is the opportunity to simply lie on their back.  You would not believe how 
therapeutic laying on your back is, even for just a moment.
Whether your back was long from sitting, or short and open scissored from standing, laying on 
your back helps to neutralize both! 

After we lay on the ground for a few moments (to give the back muscles a moment to 
decompress & set up breathing), I like to sequence in a little bit of core bracing and strength to 
properly prepare the lower back.  Here’s a great pose I call “Box Legs”



Start: Lay on your back.

    Lift your legs and bend your knees
    Bring every joint (hip/knee/ankle) of the lower body to 90 degrees. (Stack your knees over 
your hips, bring your ankles in line with your knees, flex your toes)
    Hold to feel your core brace (feel the front of your abdomen from your pelvis to your lower 
ribs engage)
    The 90 degree placement of the hips should position your pelvis so that your back can be 
comfortably flat on the ground.

Mechanism #2: Repetitive Strain & Muscling Through

Most yoga injuries fall into the category of repeating a motion over and over, and eventually 
straining the associated muscles/joints/ligaments/tendons.  For the lower back, this often deals 
with the large amount of forward bending we do.  If you look at a traditional Sun Series A, 
there’s a forward fold after almost every movement!
Forward folds are generally not bad. As with any motion they fall into the mildly dangerous 
category when we do too many of them, and when we go too deep into them.

Take into account what we learned in the first article about knees: always keep a bend to your 
knees!



Straight leg forward bending puts a lot of strain on the lower back because the hamstrings are pulling 
the pelvis one way, while the upper body is pulling on it the other way.

While this may not hurt right away, or even after a few times, constantly loading your lower back like 
this can really mess you up in the long run.  As I stated above, protect your back and take out some 
strain by bending your knees, even if you don’t feel like it’s that bad in the moment.  You’ll thank me in a 
few years.

The counter to this is straining the other way, or pushing through too much extension.  We have a wide 
range of forward folding because the hips, pelvis, and lower spine are all involved with the range of 
motion in our forward fold.  Extension falls primarily on the lumbar spine, and if we are ignoring the 
sensations of our body, we can push through normal range and aggravate the joints of our spine.



Spinal segments interact via the facet joints on the vertebra.  In the Lumbar spine they are 
oriented to favor flexion and extension.

In larger back bends, like Camel pose or Wheel, we can often find ourselves in a space where 
we can really jam these spinal joints.  If we go too fast and too far all at once this can fracture 
them, which is not fun but also not very common.  Instead what often happens, is that we can 
aggravate them, or cause some inflammation to these joints, which will often result in a pesky 
bout of localized lower back pain.  Ever felt a little back pain after a big back bend/heart opener 
class?  This is likely the reason why.

This fix is simple:

    Respect the curve of the spine! Focus on lifting up when you go into a back bend to ensure 
that the muscles are engaged and safely protecting the spine.
    When you’re looking at the posture or doing it think of your spine in an arch, not an angle. 
Look for a C curve, rather than a V curve.

Moderate C curved lower back (on the left) and more intense V angled lower back (on the right).
Final notes on this mechanism:

    I work under the principle, discussed by Dr. Eric Goodman in his Foundation Training, that 
you should have 4 spinal extension, or back bending, exercises for every 1 spinal flexion, 
forward bending, exercise. Remember that forward spinal flexion is a common position for the 
modern human, therefore we don’t need a large amount of it because we already are doing that 
off the mat!
    Timing also plays a part. Stuart Mcgill discusses how in the morning our spinal discs are more 
hydrated from us being stationary while we sleep.  This means that our discs have less mobility 
(they are stiffer when they are full of water) in the morning, and are more subject to injury with 
deep forward bending and backbending.  Modify your practice according to the time of day, save 
the deep stretching towards the end if you practice in the morning!



That about wraps up part A, and is a hefty bit of information to digest.   What I hope to leave you 
with at the end of this part, is to do everything in moderation and balance for your body.  Any 
movement can be harmful if done repetitively or without proper counter movement.  Meet yogis 
where they are at when they enter your studio’s, and assume that they probably spent some 
time sitting before class. No harm will come sequencing in early light back bending even if they 
didn’t. As a student, take the time before class to lay on your back, decompress, and focus on 
your breathing, or do some light stretches/exercises.

A lot of modern asana is movement based, and in thus is considered exercise.  With that comes 
a responsibility to do a proper warm up.  Even if your definition of asana is sitting in lotus pose 
to meditate, I’d recommend moving your spine around a few times to help keep things 
comfortable.

In Part B we’ll look a bit more into twisting postures and also discuss some mobility/stability 
strategies to really get your lower back feeling good, strong, & healthy!

Until then,

Dr. Yogi Gare
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Hello Yogis!

Welcome to the continuation article on The Most Common Yoga Injuries and How You Can 
Avoid Them Part II: Lower Back. The first article was chock full of good information on how to 
prevent and be mindful of how injuries can occur to your lower back. Today we’ll look a bit more 
into twisting and spinal biomechanics.  Plus I’ll share some of my favorite poses/sequences to 
help strengthen your lower back!
Mechanism #3: Proper Cueing & Spinal Biomechanics

One of the final things we’ll discuss is how sometimes the words we use can cue yogis into a 
space where they are more likely to injure their low back.

Check out this chart:



Here you can see the ranges of motion of the spine.  The Cervical spine (neck) moves in all 
directions, the Thoracic spine (mid back) is great at rotation, and the Lumbar spine is all about 
flexion/extension.

What I often hear when I take yoga classes is a misunderstanding where twisting should occur 
in the spine. I very commonly hear “twist from the waist,” “twist from the hips,” “rotate your 
back,” etc *facepalm*. Check out that chart again, the lowest amount of twisting occurs in the 
low back, especially at the waist (thoracic/lumbar junction)!



Why is this line of cueing dangerous?  Well, the lumbar discs are highly prone to injury with 
coupled forward flexion and rotation.



Forward folding puts pressure on the disc in the front (anteriorly).  This will displace the disc 
material towards the back.  With the coupled pressure of forward bending and the angling of 
rotation; the annular fibers along the back of the disc are stressed.  As you can see, these 
annular fibers run diagonally, and are more prone to tearing when they go into forward flexion & 
rotation.

When loaded repetitively or with too much force (like lifting something heavy), the result of 
coupled spinal flexion and rotation can be a herniated disc. Therefore, it’s important to maintain 
a neutral lower spine in many of our twisting postures.

It’s okay to allow for some rotation of the low back, as it does have a very small amount.  
Encourage yourself and your yogis to twist from their heart/chest!  This is how we can ensure 
proper low back spinal alignment and good positioning for the discs of our lower back.
Mechanism #4: Mobility: Above & Below

The low back is a stable area, it doesn’t need to move very much!

Many people twist from their waist/low back because their mid back lacks the ability to rotate.  
The Thoracic spine is meant to rotate and when it has that ability, less strain is placed on the 
lower back. The lower back will absorb the rotational force when the mid back isn’t rotating.

Here’s a way to bring in some thoracic rotation from a Table Top Pose:



    Start in Table Top. Place a block between your legs to stabilize your lower body.
    Bring your right hand towards your chest,
    Focus on the sensation of the twist at your chest via your elbow.
    Do 3x, repeat on left side.

Lack of mobility in the hips is a common cause of low back pain too. If the hips, a highly mobile 
ball and socket joint, are restricted, than that force is going to be absorbed by the knee and the 
lower back.  I’ll save the hip mobility stuff for a future article in this series dedicated to the hip.  
For now, check out this quick and simple “Stir-the-Pot” mobility exercise for the hip featured in 
the previous knee article.

On a final note, some of my favorite poses that help to strengthen your back is Cobra Pose, 
Sphinx Pose, and Locust Pose.  I often have people do about 3-5 repetitions of a breath to 
movement Cobra pose (inhale lift into Cobra, exhale lower your forehead to your mat).  At the 
final repetition I give the option to lift their arms, then their legs into Locust pose.

 

Lift the back of your chest to the sky



Cobra & Locust Pose notes:

    Focus on the lift happening from the back of your shoulders towards the sky.
    Keep your head in neutral, look at the top of your mat, rather than forward.
    If you lift your legs for Locust pose, squeeze your glutes to lift your heels higher

Another favorite of mine is Bridge Pose, it works especially well for those that find Cobra/Locust 
difficult, uncomfortable, or painful.  Do the same with breath to movement (inhale Bridge Pose, 
exhale lower your back slowly).



I often combine the lift of the hips in bridge with a reach of the arms to pair hip extension and 
shoulder flexion (an excellent coupled motion for stretching/moving the front of the body along 
the anterior lines of fascia)

Bridge Pose notes:

    Start with your feet wide, almost mat width distance. A wider stance will encourage your 
glutes to activate, rather than your hamstrings.
    I also like to have yogis slightly turn their feet out diagonally. The intention is to bring a little 
external rotation to the hip joint to further engage the glute max.
    Inhale lift and press through your heels, and reach your arms up and over your head.
    Exhale lower your hips and arms down by your sides at the same time.
    Go slow and focus on the lift from the hips and the reach through the fingers.

If you recall from the first part of this Low Back article, spinal extension is a very necessary 
motion to mitigate a lot of the forward rounded posture (which I like to call Troll or Human 
Cashew posture) we often see in daily life.  Sequence in some light back bending towards the 
beginning of your class to bring people out of their hunched forward posture.  This will help your 
yogis establish a centered, or more neutral, spine for the future postures, and yoga you’ll be 
doing 😊

We’ll have much more about the hips in the articles to come. Hip mobility/stability is an essential 
part to a healthy spine.  I look forward to sharing what I know about them in the future!

In Love & Light and a strong healthy back,

Dr. YogiGare

Source:  https://shutupandyoga.com/category/move/
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