
Tai Chi recommended to fight fibromyalgia
Tai chi is as good as - or even better than - aerobic exercise for aiding people with the chronic pain 
condition fibromyalgia, a study has suggested.

The US trial of 226 adults with the condition showed that those who practised the martial art improved 
significantly more than those doing aerobic exercise over a 24-week period.

Its low-impact movements mean people of any age or fitness level can take part.

Aerobic exercise is currently a standard treatment for the condition.

But some patients find it hard to do because their symptoms keep changing.

Fibromyalgia is a long-term condition that causes pain all over the body and can also lead to increased 
sensitivity to pain, fatigue, muscle stiffness, memory problems and sleeping difficulties. 

Aerobic exercises such as walking, cycling and swimming, together with resistance and strengthening 
exercises, like lifting weights, are recommended to help people who have been diagnosed.

But this study, published in the British Medical Journal, says the findings suggest "it may be time to 
rethink what type of exercise is most effective for patients".

"Tai chi mind-body treatment results in similar or greater improvement in symptoms than aerobic 
exercise, the current most commonly prescribed non-drug treatment," the authors said.

"This mind-body approach may be considered a therapeutic option in the multi-disciplinary 
management of fibromyalgia."

Tai Chi study 'could help people with dementia'

The adults taking part in the study had not participated in tai chi or other similar types of 
complementary and alternative medicine in the previous six months.

Their average age was 52 they had suffered body pain for an average of nine years and 92% of 
participants were women, with 61% being white.

They were each randomly assigned to either supervised aerobic exercise twice a week for 24 weeks or to 
one of four supervised tai chi sessions of 12 or 24 weeks, completed once or twice each week.

Changes in their symptom scores were assessed at 12, 24 and 52 weeks and participants continued 
taking their regular medicines and made their usual visits to their doctors.

Before embarking on the trial, members of the group had to fill in a questionnaire, scoring symptoms 
like pain intensity, physical function, fatigue, depression, anxiety and overall wellbeing.

While scores improved in all areas, the combined tai chi patients showed significant improvement at the 
24-week stage, although there was little difference whether they did it once or twice a week.

The effects of tai chi were consistent across all the instructors and nobody suffered any serious adverse 
effects.



The researchers did say there were some limitations in their study - participants were aware of their 
treatment group assignment and attendance at sessions differed between the two forms of exercise.

However, they said that key strengths of their research were that it featured a large and diverse sample 
of people and had a longer follow-up than previous studies.

A guide to tai chi

Tai chi combines deep breathing and relaxation with flowing movements

Studies have shown that it helps people aged 65 and over to reduce stress, improve posture, balance 
and mobility and increase leg muscle strength

Some research shows it can reduce the risk of falls

There is some evidence it can improve mobility in the ankle, hip and knee in people with rheumatoid 
arthritis

Nobody is too old or unfit to take up tai chi

Tai chi is characterised by its slow, graceful, continuous movements - many of which are completed with 
bent knees in a squat-like position

Source: NHS Choices

The findings of the study have come as no surprise to some experts.

Mark Peters, a senior tai chi instructor and executive committee member of the Tai Chi Union for Great 
Britain, told the BBC: "It is a low-impact exercise and movements are steady and circular, and in terms of 
physical rehab at a hospital, it is a graded exercise - meaning it builds up progressively as ability builds 
up.

"Aerobics is high-impact but tai chi also increases heart rate and core strength, only with no impact 
problems.

"The NHS are big advocates and I've been teaching tai chi for patient rehab to NHS staff for 10-to-15 
years or more and run courses like how to use it for brain injury and stroke recovery. I've been involved 
in quite a lot of studies which show it helps rebuild brain pathways."
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Des Quinn, chairman of the Fibromyalgia Association, told the BBC: "It is no surprise to us that tai chi 
can be of help to people with fibromyalgia. 



"There have been some pilot studies in the past that have suggested that it could benefit people with 
fibro. Its gentle approach to increasing activity is something that would be easier for sufferers than 
running, for example.

"However, what works for one person will not necessarily work for another in the same way. Someone 
with fibromyalgia faces a journey to find a balance of treatments and changes that improves their own 
quality of life.

"Increasing levels of activity is what we would tend to say when talking about exercise."
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