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What is scoliosis? Scoliosis is a condition where the spine curves laterally and causes it to appear in an 
'S' or 'C' shape.  As the spine shifts laterally it also rotates and pulls on the attached rib cage.   The ribs 
on one side are shifted laterally and rotationally causing a rib hump or convex curve.  On the opposite 
(concave) side the ribs compress creating a hollow, flat appearance. One shoulder and hip may be higher 
than the other and the waist may appear uneven.   

What causes scoliosis? Although some causes of scoliosis are genetic, the majority of cases are 
idiopathic. Idiopathic means that there is no known cause for the scoliosis and it generally appears 
during puberty between the ages of ten to fourteen. Another cause of scoliosis is non-structural or 
functional scoliosis, which is precipitated by repetitive stress on particular muscles creating an 
imbalance in musculature. For example, a person who favors one side of the body for years while sitting 
may develop uneven muscles supporting the spine and the spine will appear uneven. If repetitive stress 
continues, the vertebrae will be affected and non-structural scoliosis can become structural.  

What treatment is available for scoliosis? In general, no treatment is prescribed when a curvature falls 
below 30ᵒ for adolescents and 40ᵒ (even 50ᵒ) for adults when there is no pain. If the curvature is severe, 
however, a doctor will recommend that a patient wear a brace or undergo surgery as a treatment. Non-
surgical treatment for scoliosis includes: chiropractic care, exercise, electrical stimulation, and yoga that 
that is taught by an experienced teacher.   

Yoga as a treatment for scoliosis. Yoga can help reduce pain and restore a sense of balance. There are a 
variety of postures (asana) that provide a full range of movements for the spine including extension, 
flexion, lateral movements and decompression. Additionally, yoga provides breathing exercises 
(pranayama) that are essential in creating balance. When the spine has a pronounced curvature the breath 
typically moves more freely into the convex ribs that are spread wide apart. Over time, this may 
encourage the progression of scoliosis. In breathing exercises like victory breath (ujjayi), attention is 
brought to the breath and one learns to direct the breath into the compressed ribs on the concave side. 
This will lengthen and strengthen the intercostal muscles and help sustain a more balanced spine. 
Furthermore, and arguably most importantly, yoga can be used to develop an awareness of the body and 
reduce stress on the muscles and joints. Beginning with mountain pose (tadasana), attention is brought to 
the body and adjustments are made to align the posture.  For example, while standing in tadasana, bring 
the thighs back shifting the weight into the heels, the tailbone forward toward the pubis and lengthen the 
lower spine downwards to heels. Lift the front abdomen upward from the pubis to the navel. Raise the 
sternum chest angularly upwards, extend the arms at the sides and breathe. The result is that the heels, 
hips and shoulders shift into one plane relieving compression in the lumbar spine.  

What types of curvatures are there? There are four common types of scoliotic curvatures. Most 
curvatures include compensating curves above and/or below the major curve. For example, if the major 
curve is located in the thoracic spine, there is usually a counter curve in the cervical and/or lumbar spine. 
Below is a list of the most common major curves: 
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a. Right thoracic curves - The major curve is a single thoracic curve in the thoracic spine. 
Ninety percent of thoracic curvatures have a right convexity.  

b. Thoracolumbar curves – The major curve spans the thoracic and lumbar spine with the apex 
at the juncture between the two. Eighty percent of thoracolumbar curvatures have a right 
convexity.  

c. Left lumbar curves – The major curve is situated exclusively in the lumbar spine. Seventy 
percent of lumbar curvatures have a left convexity.  

d. Double-major curve (Right thoracic left lumbar) – There is major curve situated both in the 
thoracic spine and the lumbar spine. Double major curves look like an S rather than a C shape.  

  

  
 

How to establish what curve you have? X-rays are the most conclusive way to establish what type of 
curvature you have. The other more simplified method, known as the Adam’s forward bend, is to stand 
with the feet together and bend forward (the shirt should be pulled up in order to have a clear view of the 
spine). A specialist will see where the curve is located in the spine and which direction the convexity 
lies. For example, if the curve is located in the thoracic spine and veers to the right, you have a right 
thoracic curve.  


