
 

Oh my aching back: Do yoga, tai chi or
qigong help?
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People with chronic low back pain are at increased risk of functional limitations,
job-related disability, and potential long-term disability. Moreover, the economic
burden of chronic low back pain is high due to the cost of medications such as
opioids, procedures, hospitalization, surgical treatment, and absence from work.
Credit: Florida Atlantic University

1/5



 

It's a pain. About 80 percent of adults in the United States will
experience lower back pain at some point. Treating back pain typically
involves medication, including opioids, surgery, therapy and self-care
options. Efforts to reduce opioid use and increase physically based
therapies to reduce pain and increase physical function and safety are
crucial.

Patients are often advised to use non-pharmacological treatments to
manage lower back pain such as exercise and mind-body interventions.
But, do they really help? In a review published in the journal Holistic
Nursing Practice, researchers from Florida Atlantic University's College
for Design and Social Inquiry and Christine E. Lynn College of Nursing
evaluated the evidence of effects of three movement-based mind-body
interventions on chronic low back pain. They examined yoga, tai chi,
which combines gentle physical exercise and stretching with
mindfulness, and qigong, a traditional Chinese meditative movement
therapy focused on body awareness and attention during slow, relaxed,
and fluid repetitive body movements. Little is known about the effects
of movement-based mind-body intervention, in particular qigong and tai
chi.

Researchers compared and contrasted yoga, tai chi and qigong by
examining frequency and duration of these interventions; primary and
secondary outcomes; attrition rates and possible adverse events; and
results. Findings from their review provide empirical evidence regarding
the benefits of yoga, tai chi, and qigong, which have been recommended
by health care providers for patients with lower back pain.

"Back pain is a major public health issue often contributing to emotional
distress such as depression and anxiety, as well as sleep issues and even
social isolation," said Juyoung Park, Ph.D., corresponding author and an
associate professor in the Phyllis and Harvey Sandler School of Social
Work within FAU's College for Design and Social Inquiry. "We
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reviewed data to determine the effects of movement-based mind-body
interventions on chronic back pain, psychological factors, coping
strategies, and quality of life in people suffering with back pain. Our
goal was to provide a comprehensive assessment of the effects of these
interventions to be able to offer information across disciplines to
implement evidence-based interventions to reduce such pain."

Of the 625 peer-reviewed articles the researchers identified, 32 met
inclusion criteria and were included in the review. Results found that the
majority of these articles showed movement-based mind-body
interventions to be effective for treatment of low back pain, reporting
positive outcomes such as reduction in pain or psychological distress
such as depression and anxiety, reduction in pain-related disability, and
improved functional ability. Among the key findings, researchers
discovered that longer duration and high-dose yoga intervention showed
reductions in back pain while tai chi reduced acute lower back pain in
males in their 20s. Tai chi also was more effective than stretching for
lower back pain in young males. In the general community, tai chi
showed greater reductions in pain intensity, bothersomeness of pain
symptoms, and pain-related disability than the control intervention.
Because there are only three qigong studies to date, it was unclear to the
researchers whether this intervention is useful in treating chronic lower
back pain. Existing research suggests positive benefits of yoga, however,
tai chi and qigong for lower back pain are still under-investigated.

"Two of the studies we examined in our review were focused on the
effects of movement modality, specifically yoga, in veterans. Many
military veterans and active duty military personnel experience chronic
low back pain and are affected by this pain more than the general
population," said Cheryl Krause-Parello, Ph.D., co-author, a professor
and director of Canines Providing Assistance to Wounded Warriors (C-
P.A.W.W.) within FAU's Christine E. Lynn College of Nursing, and a
faculty fellow of FAU's Institute for Human Health and Disease
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Intervention (I-HEALTH). "Our review provides emerging evidence that
movement-based mind-body interventions could benefit veterans and
others experiencing chronic low back pain."

The review included both randomized and nonrandomized studies with a
total of 3,484 subjects ages 33 to 73 years old. Study sample sizes ranged
from 25 to 320 subjects. The majority of articles reported on yoga (25),
followed by tai chi (four), and qigong (three). Most of the yoga studies
were conducted in India, followed by the U.S., while other studies were
conducted in Australia (tai chi) and Germany (qigong).

People with chronic low back pain are at increased risk of functional
limitations, job-related disability, and potential long-term disability.
Moreover, the economic burden of chronic low back pain is high due to
the cost of medications such as opioids, procedures, hospitalization,
surgical treatment, and absence from work.

"Yoga, tai chi and qigong could be used as effective treatment
alternatives to pain medications, surgery, or injection-based treatments
such as nerve blocks, which are associated with high incidence of
adverse effects in treating lower back pain," said Park. "We need more
clinical trials and empirical evidence so that clinicians can prescribe
these types of interventions with more confidence for managing lower
back pain in their patients."

  More information: Juyoung Park et al, A Narrative Review of
Movement-Based Mind-Body Interventions, Holistic Nursing Practice
(2019). DOI: 10.1097/HNP.0000000000000360
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