
 
 
 

Tai chi can improve life for people with  
chronic health conditions 
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Last summer, I practiced tai chi with my 83-year old mother at the senior center near her home. The hour-long 
class helped me realize why this flowing, meditative practice is an ideal exercise for older people with health 
issues. My mom is doing well, but she has osteoporosis and had a heart valve replacement a few years ago. 
Practiced for centuries in China, tai chi has become popular in the United States in recent years, thanks in part 
to the growing evidence for its many health benefits. Not only does tai chi improve balance and flexibility, it 
may prevent falls, ease pain, and even help your heart. 
 
Like walking, which can be leisurely or brisk, tai chi is easily adaptable. You can do the gentle movements 
sitting on a chair or standing up. You can repeat the sequences of movements to gradually strengthen your 
muscles. Like yoga, tai chi stretches your joints and connective tissues. But you don’t have to get down on the 
floor — a boon for people with limited mobility. And similar to yoga and meditation, tai chi also encourages 
deep, slow breathing. 
 
As I wrote in the September Harvard Heart Letter, hundreds of studies dating back to the late 1950s suggest 
that tai chi offers modest benefits for treating high blood pressure and other heart-related conditions. The latest 
research, published online in the British Journal of Sports Medicine last week, suggests that doing tai chi can 
help older adults with common, long-term health conditions move about more easily and enhance their quality 
of life. 
 
Researchers analyzed data from 33 studies involving nearly 1,600 adults. Most were in their 60s or 70s and all 
had one or more chronic conditions: osteoarthritis, breast cancer, heart failure, or chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD), a serious lung condition that includes chronic bronchitis and emphysema. 
All the studies were randomized and controlled: they compared people who did tai chi with those who either did 
another type of exercise or were waiting to join a tai chi class. Over all, people who did tai chi showed greater 
improvements on a six-minute walking test, in muscle strength (measured by bending and stretching the knees), 
and in quality of life. People with osteoarthritis didn’t reap as much in terms of strength as those with other 
conditions, but their pain and stiffness improved. And people with COPD who did tai chi noted less 
breathlessness. 
 
The quality of life improvements may stem from the meditative, mind-calming aspects of tai chi, says Peter 
Wayne, assistant professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School and author of The Harvard Medical School 
Guide to Tai Chi. “Tai chi integrates physical activity, breathing, and a variety of cognitive skills, including 
imagery and visualization,” says Wayne. 
 



 
 
In fact, that’s what I found most helpful about tai chi, which is often called “meditation in motion.” During a 
class, the teacher guides you through a series of slow-motion postures with evocative descriptions, like 
“grasping the sparrow’s tail” and “waving hands like clouds.” Instead of mentally scrolling through my to-do 
list (as I’m prone to during regular meditation), I was able to stay focused yet relaxed. I also noticed the sense 
of camaraderie among the people in my mom’s class. That’s another reason that doing tai chi classes tends to 
improve people’s quality of life, says Wayne. 
 
The best way to try tai chi is to take a class at a senior or community center, health club, or hospital. Of the 58 
academic health centers throughout the United States that have integrative health programs, many offer tai chi 
classes. Tai chi is also incorporated into many cardiac rehabilitation programs, including those affiliated with 
several Harvard teaching hospitals. And many assisted living facilities offer tai chi classes free for their 
residents. 
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Tai chi for medical conditions 
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When combined with standard treatment, tai chi appears to be helpful for several medical conditions. 
For example: 
 
Arthritis. In a 40-person study at Tufts University, presented in October 2008 at a meeting of the 
American College of Rheumatology, an hour of tai chi twice a week for 12 weeks reduced pain and 
improved mood and physical functioning more than standard stretching exercises in people with 
severe knee osteoarthritis. According to a Korean study published in December 2008 in Evidence-
based Complementary and Alternative Medicine, eight weeks of tai chi classes followed by eight 
weeks of home practice significantly improved flexibility and slowed the disease process in patients 
with ankylosing spondylitis, a painful and debilitating inflammatory form of arthritis that affects the 
spine. 
 
Low bone density. A review of six controlled studies by Dr. Wayne and other Harvard researchers 
indicates that tai chi may be a safe and effective way to maintain bone density in postmenopausal 
women. A controlled study of tai chi in women with osteopenia (diminished bone density not as 
severe as osteoporosis) is under way at the Osher Research Center and Boston's Beth Israel 
Deaconess Medical Center. 
 
Breast cancer. Tai chi has shown potential for improving quality of life and functional capacity (the 
physical ability to carry out normal daily activities, such as work or exercise) in women suffering from 
breast cancer or the side effects of breast cancer treatment. For example, a 2008 study at the 
University of Rochester, published in Medicine and Sport Science, found that quality of life and 
functional capacity (including aerobic capacity, muscular strength, and flexibility) improved in women 
with breast cancer who did 12 weeks of tai chi, while declining in a control group that received only 
supportive therapy. 
 



Heart disease. A 53-person study at National Taiwan University found that a year of tai chi 
significantly boosted exercise capacity, lowered blood pressure, and improved levels of cholesterol, 
triglycerides, insulin, and C-reactive protein in people at high risk for heart disease. The study, which 
was published in the September 2008 Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, found no 
improvement in a control group that did not practice tai chi. 
 
Heart failure. In a 30-person pilot study at Harvard Medical School, 12 weeks of tai chi improved 
participants' ability to walk and quality of life. It also reduced blood levels of B-type natriuretic protein, 
an indicator of heart failure. A 150-patient controlled trial is under way. 
 
Hypertension. In a review of 26 studies in English or Chinese published in Preventive Cardiology 
(Spring 2008), Dr. Yeh reported that in 85% of trials, tai chi lowered blood pressure â€” with 
improvements ranging from 3 to 32 mm Hg in systolic pressure and from 2 to 18 mm Hg in diastolic 
pressure. 
 
Parkinson's disease. A 33-person pilot study from Washington University School of Medicine in St. 
Louis, published in Gait and Posture (October 2008), found that people with mild to moderately 
severe Parkinson's disease showed improved balance, walking ability, and overall well-being after 20 
tai chi sessions. 
 
Sleep problems. In a University of California, Los Angeles, study of 112 healthy older adults with 
moderate sleep complaints, 16 weeks of tai chi improved the quality and duration of sleep 
significantly more than standard sleep education. The study was published in the July 2008 issue of 
the journal Sleep. 
 
Stroke. In 136 patients who'd had a stroke at least six months earlier, 12 weeks of tai chi improved 
standing balance more than a general exercise program that entailed breathing, stretching, and 
mobilizing muscles and joints involved in sitting and walking. Findings were published in the January 
2009 issue of Neurorehabilitation and Neural Repair. 

 
 

Tai Chi Exercises May Help What Ails You 
Article from ‘Daily Herald – Ask Doctor K’  February 2012 

Dr. Komaroff is a physician and professor at Harvard Medical School.  www.AskDoctorK.com 
 

 
Q. I’m getting older and need to find a new way to keep fit.  I’ve heard that Tai Chi might be a good option.  Can you 

tell me more about it and its health benefits? 
 

A. Tai Chi is often described as “meditation in motion”.  I think it could just as well be called “medication in motion”.   
This mind-body practice appears to help treat or prevent many health problems. 

 
 Tai Chi is a low-impact, slow-motion exercise.  As you practice it, you move fluidly through a series of motions.   
 The motions are named for animal actions such as “white crane spreads its wings,” or for martial arts moves.   As 
 you move, you breathe deeply and naturally, focusing your attention on your bodily sensations.   

 
A Tai Chi session usually starts with a warm-up to help you loosen your muscles and joints and focus on your 
breath and body.  Then you proceed to Tai Chi Forms.  Forms are sets of movements.    A Tai Chi session also 
usually includes “qigong” (‘breath work’ or ‘energy work’).  Qigong consists of gentle breathing sometimes 
combined with movement.  The idea is to help relax the mind and mobilize the body’s energy.   

 
Tai Chi can be easily adapted for anyone, whether you are fit, confined to a wheelchair or recovering from 
surgery.  It addresses the key components of fitness:  muscle strength, flexibility, balance and, to a lesser degree, 
aerobic conditioning. 



 
Combined with standard treatment, Tai Chi may also helpful for several medical conditions.  For example, Tai Chi 
has been shown to help: 

 
• Improve mood and physical function in people with sever knee osteoarthritis 
• Improve flexibility and slow the progression of ankylosing spondylitis, a painful and debilitating inflammatory 

form of arthritis 
• Reduce the pain of fibromyalgia 
• Maintain bone health in postmenopausal women 
• Improve quality of life and the ability to perform normal daily activities in women suffering from breast cancer 

or the side effect of breast cancer treatment 
• Significantly improve risk factors for heart disease 
• Lower blood pressure 
• Improve sleep quality and duration 
• Improve balance in stroke patients. 

 
I don’t know how many people in the West practice Tai Chi, as I don’t see a lot of people practicing it in public 
places.  On a trip to China two years ago, I took a brisk morning walk around a pond near the hotel.  There were a 
few other walkers and joggers – but there were hundreds of people doing Tai Chi. On returning to the hotel, I 
asked the front desk staff how many of them practiced Tai Chi.  They gave me a curious look.  “All of us,” said 
one.  Their parents, their grandparents, their great-grandparents – almost all of them practiced Tai Chi, they said.  
It was a part of life.   
 
We have to take seriously any practice that has persisted for centuries among millions 
of people.  

 


