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ABSTRACT

Y ogicpracticesandindigenousIndianphysicalactivitiessuchasKabaddi,Kho-Kho,Mallakhamb
andregionalfolkgameshavelongbeenembeddedinthecountry'sculturalandeducationalfabric, yet
their systematic role in shaping functional fitness, cognitive ability and psychological well-
being among young athletes remains under-synthesisedin the sportscience literature. This
paper under takes anarrativere view of empirical and conceptual studies on yoga and in
digenous games, organised around three outcome domains: functional fitness, cognitive
ability and psychological well-being. The reviewsituates thesefindings within theNational
Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which explicitly foregrounds indigenous sports and holistic,
sports-integrated ~ learning  as  curricularpriorities.Across  thereviewed literature,
yogicpracticesareconsistentlyassociatedwith gains in flexibility, strength, attention and
emotional regulation, while indigenous games are associated with anaerobic fitness, reflexes,
teamwork and culturally-rooted psychological resilience. The paper further proposes a
conceptual framework integrating yoga and indigenous activity within school and collegiate
sport curricula, and outlines a methodology — including candidateinstrumentsandaquasi-
experimentaldesign—forfutureprimaryresearchwithyoung athletes. The paper concludes that

yoga and indigenous physical activities are complementary rather than competing strategies
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for holistic athlete development, and that NEP 2020 provides a timely policy window for

their structured integration into Indian sport and physical education curricula.

KEYWORDS: yogic practices; indigenous games; functional fitness; cognitiveability;
psychological well-being; young athletes; NEP 2020.

1. INTRODUCTION
Athleticperformanceisnolongerunderstoodpurelyinbiomechanicalorphysiologicalterms;itis
increasingly framed as the product of an interaction between physical conditioning, cognitive
efficiency and psychological stability. For young athletes in particular, who are
simultaneously navigating physical growth, academic demands and competitive pressure,
interventions that support all three domains together are of consider able practical value. Two
culturally rooted Indian practices—yogaandindigenousphysicalactivitiessuchasKabaddi,Kho-
KhoandMallakhamb— have repeatedly been proposed as candidates for this integrated role,
since both combine
physicalexertionwithattentionalandemotionaldemandsthatextendbeyondconventionalfitness
training.

Yoga's contribution to flexibility, strength, cardiovascular conditioning and stress regulation
among athletes has been documented across a range of populations, from elite adult athletes
to school-age children. Indigenous games, for their part, are increasingly recognised not
merely as
recreationalpastimesbutasstructuredphysicalandpsychologicaltrainingsystemswiththeirown
embeddedpedagogyofteamwork,strategyandresilience. Thenear-simultaneouspolicyemphasis
placedonbothpracticesbytheNationalEducationPolicy(NEP)2020—whichexplicitlynames
Indian sports and martial arts within its “knowledge of India” curricular strand and promotes
sports-integrated learning — makes this an opportune moment to examine what the existing

evidence base says about their combined potential for young athletes.

2. Need and Significance of the Study

Despitegrowingpolicyinterest,muchoftheavailableresearchtreatsyogaandindigenousgames as
separate fields of inquiry, with comparatively few studies examining them within a single,
integrated framework for young athletes. A synthesis of existing findings, mapped explicitly
against NEP 2020's provisions, can help coaches, physical education teachers and policy
implementersidentifywheretheevidenceisstrong,whereitis preliminary,andwherestructured

empirical work is still required. This is of particular significance in India, where school and
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collegiate sport curricula are currently being redesigned in line with NEP 2020, and where
decisions about which activities to prioritise are often made with limited reference to the

underlying evidence base.

3. ObjectivesoftheReview

e Tosynthesiseexistingliteratureontheeffectsofyogicpracticesonfunctionalfitness, cognitive
ability and psychological well-being among athletes.

e TosynthesiseexistingliteratureontheeffectsofindigenousIndianphysicalactivitieson the
same three outcome domains.

e TomapthesefindingsagainsttherelevantprovisionsofNEP2020concerningphysical
education and indigenous sport.

e Toproposeanintegratedconceptualframeworkandamethodologyforfutureprimary research

examining yoga and indigenous activities together among young athletes.

4. Methodology of the Review

This review draws on peer-reviewed journal articles, indexed conference papers and policy
documentsidentifiedthroughtargetedsearchesusingcombinationsoftheterms*“yoga,”“indigenous
games,” “Kabaddi,” “Kho-Kho,” “Mallakhamb,” “functional fitness,” “cognitive function,”

2 <

“psychological well-being,” “young athletes” and “NEP 2020.” Sources were prioritised
where they reported primary empirical data (experimental, quasi-experimental or survey-
based) or where they offered a substantive conceptual or policy analysis of indigenous Indian
physical culture. Government and policydocuments relating to NEP 2020 wereconsulted
directly. The review is narrative rather than systematic in structure: it is intended to map the
contours of the field and identify gaps rather than to provide an exhaustive, PRISMA-style
synthesis,andsamplesizes,designsandoutcomemeasuresthereforevaryconsiderablyacrossthe

studies discussed below.

5. Review of Literature

Yogic Practices and Functional Fitness

Several studies link structured yoga practice to improvements in flexibility, muscular
strength, endurance and cardiovascular performance among athletes. A quasi-experimental
study of collegiate athletes found that an asana-based intervention improved functional
movement screen scoresrelativetoanon-yogacontrolgroup,alongsidegainsinself-

reportedmindfulness.Survey-based research with elite athletes and coaches similarly
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associated yoga practice with
improvementsinflexibility,strengthandendurance,andreportedbroadlyfavourablestakeholder

attitudes toward its use for injury prevention and rehabilitation.

Yogic Practices and Cognitive Ability

Evidence for yoga's cognitive effects in athletic populations is more preliminary. A pilot
comparative study of adult athletes practising yoga alongside sport, versus sport alone, found
a favourabletrendonmeasuresofworkingmemory(digitspan)andresistancetodistractionduring
verbal learning tasks, though most other cognitive comparisons did not reach statistical
significance. Broader reviews of yoga and meditation research point to plausible underlying
mechanisms — including changes in brain-derived neurotrophic factor, GABA activity and
cortisol regulation, and structural changes in prefrontal and insular brain regions associated
with attention and interoception — that may explain reported gains in attention, spatial

memory and executive function in non-athlete populations.

Yogic Practices and Psychological Well-being

Yoga's psychological benefits are the most consistently reported outcome across the
literature. Practices combining breath regulation, postural work and meditation areassociated
with reduced physiological stress reactivity, improved self-regulation and greater
interoceptive awareness among practitioners. In school-age children, a randomised
comparison of a 12-week yoga programme against an alternative after-school activity found
better post-intervention behaviour scores and improved self-reported well-being in the yoga
group, with the effect considered particularly relevant for children from higher-stress

backgrounds.

Indigenous Physical Activities and Functional Fitness

Indigenous games are frequently described in the literature as embedding rigorous physical
conditioning within a culturally familiar, low-equipment format. A direct comparison of
university-levelKho-KhoandKabaddiplayersusingtheAAHPERDY outhFitnessBatteryfound
that Kho-Kho players recorded better composite fitness scores — attributed to the game's
continuous running, evasion and pursuit demands — than Kabaddi players, whose game
format emphasises anaerobic bursts, breath control and grappling strength. Conceptual
reviews of Bharatiya Khel (Indian traditional games) similarly describe Mallakhamb as
comparable to gymnastics and yoga in its development of flexibility, strength and balance,

and Kabaddi as a vehicle for anaerobic fitness, reflexes and quick decision-making.
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Indigenous Physical Activities and Psychological Well-being
Beyondfitnessoutcomes,indigenousgamesarerepeatedlydescribedasvehiclesforpsychological
and social development. A study of the rural folk game Chikki (Budhiya) Kabaddi reported
that regularparticipationamongadolescents andyouth waslinkedto
heightenedattentiveness,breath awareness and team-oriented psychological resilience,
attributing these effects to the game's strategic and cooperative demands. An 8-week
structured indigenous-games programme (including Pithu, Gilli-Danda, Stapoo and Kancha)
delivered to postgraduate students produced measurable change on selected physical and
psychological variables relative to a no-intervention control group, suggesting that even
short, culturally familiar interventions can register psychological effects in young adult

populations.

Number of reviewed sources
H
1

Functional Cognitive Psychological NEP 2020/
Fitness Function Well-being Policy

Figurel.ThematicdistributionofthestudiesandsourcesreviewedinSection5,taggedby outcome

domain.

Summary Table of Reviewed Studies

Tablel. Summary of key sources.

'Y ogavs.control Functional fitness;|Y ogagroupshowed
Xuet al. (2022)  |Collegiate athletes|(quasi- Psychological improved functional
experimental) movementscreenscores and|

higher mindfulness ratings
than controls.

'Yogagroupshoweda
Pilot study, favourabletrendondigit-span
PMC10558629  |Adultathletes 'Yoga+tsportvs. sportCognitive and verbal-learning
(2023) (n=29) alone distraction measures, though

most group differences were
not statistically significant.
Survey-basedstudylinked
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Frontiersin Eliteathletes&coa [Y ogaasinjury- Functional fitness;yoga practice to gains in|
Psychology (2024) [ches (n=500, prevention adjunct |Psychological flexibility, strength and
Romania) endurance and to favourable
stakeholder
viewsonitsroleininjury
revention and recovery.
12-week yoga after{Functional fitness;Y ogagroupshowed better
RCT, School-age school Cognitive; post-intervention
PMC3826528 children [programmevs. Psychological behaviourscores,balance, and|
(2013) comparison self-reported well
beingthanthecomparison
group.
University Kho-| Kho-Khoplayersrecorded
Kumar/Deepla Kho  &KabaddiComparative Functional fitness better composite
&SunilKumar players(n=30) |indigenous-game IAAHPERDfitnessscores
(IJHPECSS) fitness study (speed, strength, endurance)
than Kabaddi players.
Regularplaywas
Kumar, A. (ChikkiRural Chikki/Budhiya associated  with  greater
Kabaddistudy) adolescents&yout [Kabaddi (folkPsychological attentiveness, breath|
h game) awarenessandteam-based
psychological resilience
among participants.
8-week indigenous- Experimental group
SportsScience  &JPostgraduate games programme] receiving the indigenous-
Health Advancesstudents(n=28, ((Pithu, GilliHFunctional fitness;gamesprogrammeshowed
(2025) Central Danda,Stapoo, etc.) [Psychological measurable  change  on|
University of selected physical and|
Punjab) psychological variables
versus the no-intervention|
control group.
Mallakhambisdescribed
Kumar,A. (2025), as building flexibility,
BharattyaKhel Conceptual/ Mallakhamb, Kho-Functional fitness [strength and balance
review narrative review |Kho, Kabaddi comparable to
yoga/gymnastics;Kabaddi is
linked to anaerobic capacity,
reflexes and teamwork.
Synthesisofpriorwork
TPM Journal,/Athletes (narrativelY ogacombined Cognitive; links yogic practice to
lyogicpractices synthesis) with Bokwa fitness|Psychological improvedspatialmemory,
+ Bokwastudy training attention/recallandfaster,
more accurate executive-

function performance.

6. NEP2020andtheRevivalofIndigenousPhysicalCulture

TheNationalEducationPolicy2020marksadeliberateshiftaway fromtreatingphysicaleducation as

a peripheral, extracurricular activity. The policy's “knowledge of India” curricular strand

explicitly names Indian sports and martial arts as content to be drawn from the country's

ancient knowledge traditions, while its sports-integrated learning approach treats physical

activity — including indigenous games — as a pedagogical tool for building collaboration,
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self-discipline,
citizenshipandlifelongfitnesshabitsinlinewiththeFitIndiaMovement.Bydismantlingtherigid
separation between curricular, co-curricular and extracurricular activities, NEP 2020 creates
formalcurricularspaceforyogaandindigenousgamesthatdidnotconsistentlyexistunderearlier
policy frameworks.

Stakeholderreceptionofthisemphasisappearsbroadly,thoughnot  universally,positive. Asurvey-
based analysis of NEP 2020's physical education provisions found that a clear majority of
respondents supported the policy's emphasis on indigenous sports and games, with a smaller

proportion expressing disagreement or remaining neutral — illustrated in Figure 2 below.
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Figure2. Stake holder opinion on NEP2020' semphasisonindig en ous sports and games

(dataas reported in the source study; see Table 2 and References).

Table2. KeyNEP2020provisionsrelevanttoyogicpracticeandindigenousphysicalactivity.

INEP2020Provision RelevancetoYoga/IndigenousPhysicalActivity
“Knowledgeoflndia’curricularstrandExplicitlyincludesIndiansportsandmartialartsas
partofcurricularcontentdrawnfromancientIndian
knowledge systems.
Removalofcurricular/extracurricular [Placesphysicaleducationandsportonparwith

co-curriculardivide academic subjects, creating space for yoga and|
indigenousgameswithintimetabledinstruction.
Sports-integratedlearning Usesphysicalactivities,includingindigenoussports,

asapedagogicalstrategytobuildcollaboration,self-
discipline and citizenship.
FitIndiaMovementalignment Encouragesstudentstoadoptfitnessasalifelong
attitude,consistentwithsustainedengagementin yoga and
traditional games.

Secondary-stagesubjectflexibility  |Allowsstudentstochoosephysicaleducation,arts
andvocationalsubjectsaspartofindividualised  pathways
rather than a fixed academic stream.
Holisticdevelopmentmandate Framessportparticipationassupportingphysical,
cognitive,socialandpsychologicaldevelopment together,
rather than physical fitness alone.
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7. Developing an Integrated Conceptual Framework

Read together, the literature reviewed above suggests that yoga and indigenous games are
best understood as complementary rather than competing components of a young athlete's
training regimen. Yoga's contribution is concentrated in flexibility, breath-linked stress
regulation and sustained attention; indigenous games contribute anaerobic conditioning,
reflex speed, strategic cognition and socially-embedded resilience built through team-based
competition. A combined programme — for instance, structured yoga sessions for recovery,
mobility and pre-competition focus,pairedwithregularindigenous-game-
basedconditioningforanaerobiccapacityandtactical decision-making — maps onto NEP 2020's
own framing of sport as a vehicle for physical, cognitive and psychosocial development

simultaneously, rather thanphysical fitness in isolation.

8. Proposed Methodology for Future Empirical Research
Tomovefromthisconceptualsynthesistodirectevidence,futureresearchshouldadoptapre-post
quasi-experimentalor randomisedcontrolleddesigncomparing a yoga-onlygroup,anindigenous-
games-only group, a combined group, and an active control group of young athletes
(suggested age range 14-21 years) over an 8—12 week intervention period, consistent with
durations used in the reviewed studies. Table 3 outlines candidate instruments for each

outcome domain.

Table3.Candidateinstrumentsanddesignparametersforfutureprimaryresearch.

Construct Candidatelnstrument(s) Notes
AAHPERDY outhFitnessBattery; Battery should be selected to
Functionalfitness [sit-and-reach;standingbroadjump; matchthesport-specificdemands of|

vertical jump; 50 m/600 m run;gripthe athlete sample.

strength
StroopColour-WordTest;d2Test Pair with a sport-relevant reaction-
Cognitiveability  |of Attention; Digit Spantimeordecision-making task where

(forward/backward); TrailMaking Test [feasible.

Psychologicalwell- RyffScalesofPsychologicalWell- Useavalidatedregional-
being Being;PANAS(Positiveand Negativellanguage version where the
Affect Schedule); Perceived Stressjathletesampleisnotfluentin

Scale English.

Pre-postquasi-experimentaldesign IAn8—12weekintervention
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Design withyogagroup,indigenous-games period is  consistent  with|
group, combined group and activedurationsusedinthereviewed

control literature.

Researchersadoptingthisdesignshouldpre-registertheirhypotheses,reporteffectsizesalongside
significancetests,anddisaggregateresultsbysport,sexandagebandwheresamplesizepermits,
given that the reviewed literature suggests these factors may moderate both fitness and

psychological outcomes.

o

. ImplicationsforCoaches,EducatorsandPolicyMakers

e Coachesworkingwithyoungathletesmayconsiderstructuredyogasessionsasarecovery
andattention-focusedcomplementtoconventionalstrengthandconditioningwork,rather than
a substitute for sport-specific training.

e Physical education curricula designed under NEP 2020 can draw on regionally relevant
indigenousgamesasalow-cost,culturally resonantwayofbuildinganaerobicfitnessand
teamwork alongside formal sport coaching.

e Teacher-training and coach-education programmes should include basic instruction in
yoga asana sequencing and in the rules and conditioning demands of major indigenous
games, so that both can be delivered safely and effectively in school settings.

e Stateandinstitutionalpolicyimplementersshouldcommissionprimarystudiesofthekind

proposedinSection8,sincecurrentevidence—whilebroadlyfavourable—remainsthin ~ for

several outcome and population combinations, particularly cognitive effects in

indigenous-game participants.

10. Limitations of the Review
Thisreviewisnarrativeratherthansystematic,drawsonaheterogeneoussetofstudydesignsand
samplesizes,andwasnotconductedusingaformalprotocolsuchasPRISM A ;itshouldtherefore  be
read as a scoping synthesis rather than an exhaustive or quality-weighted evidence summary.
Several of the indigenous-games studies cited here used relatively small samples and non-
randomiseddesigns,anddirectcomparativetrialsofyogaversusindigenousgames—ratherthan
eachagainstanon-activecontrol—remainscarce.Findingsdrawnfromadultorchildpopulations
have been extrapolated cautiously to the young-athlete age band, since dedicated studies in

this specific population are limited.
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11. CONCLUSION
YogicpracticesandindigenousIndianphysicalactivitieseachcarryadistinct,evidence-supported
contribution to functional fitness, cognitive ability and psychological well-being, and the two
appear complementary rather than redundant when considered together. NEP 2020's explicit
curricular spacefor indigenous sport and its sports-integrated learning approach provide a
timely policy opening for their structured combination in school and collegiate athlete
development. Realising this potential, however, depends on dedicated primary research of the
kind outlined in this paper's proposed methodology — research that this paper itself does not,

and does not claim to, provide.
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