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PREFACE: FOOTBALL, YOGA AND ME

What sets my work apart is a profound understanding of the game. With over 35 years of experience, from playing to working as a professional physical therapist, I know how players move, feel and think, on and off the pitch. My holistic player-specific approach gives me the expertise to create and tailor sessions for the needs of individual players, reflecting on their current state, taking into account their training and match schedules, and overall wellbeing. This way of planning sessions makes sure players reach their absolute peak performance. My extensive background in football provides a unique perspective that other yoga teachers might not have. I understand the physical demands of the sport, the detailed and specific aspects of players’ movements, and the psychological pressures they face both on and off the pitch, and on top of that I have myself experienced the highs and lows of a football career. I believe this provides me with unparalleled understanding and wisdom.

My love affair with football started when I was a toddler, playing out in the dusty streets of Rasht, in Iran, with the neighbourhood boys, dreaming of one day becoming a professional player. Then when I was eight, because of the war and the revolution in Iran, my family moved to Sweden. This was a pivotal moment in my life, and here I could finally join a girls’ team and play for a club. From a young age I was a very talented player and was soon selected for one of the best teams in my region, then the county team, and eventually for a football high school, where I had the honour of winning the Swedish Youth Championship two years in a row. Football was my everything. I was determined to make it all the way to the top, and my dreams of a professional career were almost within reach. However, at 19, a serious knee injury shattered those ambitions.

The one thing I really loved had been taken away from me and I had to wait a long time before I could have surgery. I had lost my identity and didn’t know who I was any longer. Depression had set in and I went into a downward spiral of bad company, alcohol, drugs and at times suicidal thoughts. That period, which lasted several years, was among the darkest of my life. Looking back, if it wasn’t for the love and support of my family, I don’t think I would be alive today, because their unwavering love is what kept me going.

My physical health declined due to inactivity and I started to have other issues, like lower back problems, so I started to see a physiotherapist for both the knee rehab and my lower back pain. During these sessions, to help my back, I was introduced to certain yoga poses. The physio recommended that I went to yoga classes, so I did, and to my surprise I really enjoyed them. These classes not only made me feel stronger physically, but they also made me feel better mentally. After each session and on into the day after I felt lighter, happier and more alive.

Yoga helped me out of the darkness I was in. It helped me wake up and realise I loved football and really wanted to go back to it. Of course, I couldn’t be a professional player now, but I could still make football my profession, so I found a BSc in Sports Therapy at London Metropolitan University, which looked perfect. Everything was related to sport and we learned about sports injuries, how to treat and rehab those injuries, and how to prevent them. I was very clear that my goal was to get back into professional football and with the Emirates Stadium being built next door to my university I had a vision that one day I would work at Arsenal Football Club.

BUILDING A CAREER IN FOOTBALL

I soon figured out I needed a good CV, so I reached out and applied for placements everywhere in football, so I could watch medical staff at work, learn from them and assist them. This helped me grow my contacts and my network, and every time I met someone new, I told them about my vision and that I was looking for more placement opportunities. Soon I was working with the London FA on youth match days, working alongside physios at non-league and semi-pro clubs all over the capital. I also qualified as a personal trainer and started my own business, working at gyms and also one to one with clients in their homes and in parks. The journey wasn’t easy, but every challenge strengthened my determination.

In 2008, during my third year of university, I had a breakthrough, securing a placement at the Chelsea FC Academy. A few months into the placement I was offered a paid position at the club, which was surreal and a dream come true. My BSc was coming to an end, but I realised I wanted to study more and deepen my knowledge of football sports therapy, and I was so happy to find the perfect course, an MSc in Football Rehabilitation.

I loved the course, which was two years of part-time distance learning at Edge Hill University near Liverpool, and it was everything I had hoped for. It was football specific and covered all aspects of rehabilitation, performance, injury prevention, recovery and everything about what players needed on and off the pitch. I was living in North East London at the time, but had to travel to Liverpool every few weeks, and down to Cobham, to the Chelsea training ground, a few times a week, so I was constantly exhausted. However, since I pretty much lived around the corner from the Arsenal Academy training ground at Hale End, I decided to gamble and trust my instincts that everything was going to work out.

I handed in my notice at Chelsea and left the club in the middle of the 2010/11 season. My last shift with Chelsea was a Premier League tournament and all the teams up and down the country were taking part. I took the opportunity when we played Arsenal to tell their physios I had handed my notice in and to ask them to let me know if anything came up at the club. About a month later they got in touch. I had an interview and was offered a job. Working at Arsenal was always my ultimate goal, what I had been dreaming about all along, and reaching it was a significant milestone.

While at Arsenal I continued the private one-to-one work with clients. These were now mainly players I had worked with previously from the non-league clubs and Chelsea, and the work was more about performance, injury prevention and rehab. By now I had been practising yoga for several years and had really benefited from it, both physically and mentally. It seemed like a great idea to integrate it into my private work, so little by little I started to add certain poses, movements and breathwork techniques into my footballer clients’ programmes.

Soon these same players, who were post-surgery, doing their rehab, were saying that they had never felt better or stronger, both in their bodies and minds. The yoga aspect of the training was allowing them to come back sooner from certain injuries, getting them out of that constant vicious cycle of playing a few games and then being out with an injury for a while. Integrating yoga into their programmes was also making them aware of what was going on with them physically and mentally, and allowing them to connect with themselves on a deeper level, physically, mentally and emotionally.

FOUNDING FOOTBALL YOGA

In 2015, after a few years of integrating yoga into my private work and being inspired by the astounding results, as well as having become a yoga teacher, I presented some examples of my success and my ideas about bringing this ancient practice to the players at the club to the academy’s head of medicine and performance. Unfortunately, this was not something he was interested in, so in 2016 I took the bold step of resigning from Arsenal Football Club and founding Football Yoga. Although leaving Arsenal has so far been the hardest professional decision I have taken, I trusted my instincts because I knew in my heart of hearts that launching Football Yoga was the right path forward for me.

Football Yoga has since transformed the recovery and performance of players at every level, from the top flight to grassroots football. I have had the privilege of helping players who have gone through some of the most challenging times of their careers, dealing with serious injuries, and through Football Yoga I have been able to support them in their rehab and help them back to recovery and full strength. Traditional rehabilitation methods often overlook the mental and emotional aspects of recovery. Yoga addresses these gaps, offering a broad approach that enhances physical, mental and emotional resilience, and wellbeing, giving players the opportunity to be aware of the connection between their body and their mind and hence providing a more holistic and effective path to healing.

As a yoga teacher I have worked and supported players in the English Premier League, Championship, Leagues 1 and 2, and the leagues below, the Spanish La Liga, the French Ligues 1 and 2, and many other European leagues, as well as Major League Soccer in the USA and Canada, and players in Asian and Australian leagues. My unique approach, combining my deep understanding of football with the holistic benefits of yoga, has been featured in numerous prestigious publications, including FourFourTwo, The Sun, The Mirror, on Sky Sports, The Athletic, GP and Aftonbladet.

I currently live in Sweden and much of my work is done digitally, via Zoom. I have clients worldwide, of all levels and ages. I work directly with players or am connected to them via their agents or clubs, tailoring each session and programme to their specific needs. I also offer online Football Yoga injury prevention and recovery programmes and courses. Additionally, I deliver workshops, speak at events and also collaborate with football brands, app developers, magazines, coaches and others in the football industry to integrate Football Yoga into holistic health and wellness, further expanding the reach of my innovative approach.

MY PERSONAL JOURNEY

The journey from the streets of Iran to becoming a pioneer in football wellness has been anything but straightforward – I have needed resilience
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