Tai Chi/Chi Gung/Qigong 
Qigong/Tai Chi Chuan/Meditation Programme

Far ago, in the distant ages, practices such as chi-gung, meditation and tai chi like movements were practised quietly behind high walls, the great gates of Buddhist Monasteries and other prayerful places. It was a privileged art handed down in the oral tradition from masters to select disciples in unbroken lineages spanning thousands of years. The formal forms of Tai Chi Chuan were developed later from these simple health building exercises which were referred to as Qigong or Nei jia. These are exercises which are built on breath-work, simple body movements and beautiful visualisation techniques which are used to relax, de-stress, and promote immense feelings of peace in the body and mind. By using the visualisations and gentle movements, we are trying to shut down the worrying system of the mind and body, and for some brief moments in time, just live or be in the moment without having to worry about past or future. In essence, the exercises with breath-work, are like the physical embodiment of prayer, whereby we are trying to change from the inside-out and by relaxing achieve a new vision or a new perspective which can help the healing environment. 

The physical exercises in this programme are very simple and are combined with simple breathing techniques which are modified to allow the participants use the exercises in a seated position. The exercises are combined with very loving, compassionate and positive mind visualisations. The exercises which form the core of the seated tai chi/qigong programme are listed below. During the practice there will be many other exercises practiced. But for all exercises, it is just important to relax, breathe and smile from the outside out, and just enjoy the journey. If possible, a little time daily should be set aside to practice.

Inner Smile Meditation

1. Stand in comfortable position.

2. Place hands on belly region.

3. Relax and start to concentrate on breathing.

4. Inhale gently up through your nose and exhale through your mouth (You keep your mouth slightly open and place tongue touching the roof of your mouth.

5. Now begin to focus on your belly or stomach.

6. Imagine as you breathe in that your belly is filling up with air.

7. As you breathe out, your belly is contracting or expelling air.

8. Now we focus in on smiling from the inside out – This is a visualisation technique.

9. Imagine and picture a loving smile moving from your heart outwards.

10. The smile is moving in all directions, down your legs to your feet, along your arms towards your hands, up and down your spine towards your crown. Reflect on this for a moment.

11. Now expand these thoughts and visualisation to the degree that the smile is radiating outwards from your heart in every direction and even outside your physical self. The smile is a powerful and loving energy.

12. As you reflect and practice this, you should feel more and more relaxed.

13. Enjoy the feeling of relaxation and peace.

14. Gradually, finish this meditation by bringing your focus to your breath.

15. Open your eyes

16. You can finish this exercise with a light body and face massage.

The inner smile is a meditation using visualisation with the emphasis of meditating on the image of love. Love is an exceptionally strong emotion, the love that you are meditating on is universal love, unconditional love, and love that is full of acceptance. The principle is that love is one of the most powerful motivating factors and you are allowing yourself to fill with this. Again, this is a meditation so it involves using visualisation skills and you are trying to use your mind in a very positive manner.

Exercise - Belly Breathing
1. Stand upright with feet close together or sit down in a comfortable position.

2. Close your eyes

3. Concentrate on your heart

4. Breathe through your nose gently and breathe out through your mouth.

5. Place your two hands on your belly and notice as you are breathing that your belly is expanding as you breathe in and contracting/emptying as you breathe out.

6. Keep relaxing your body and imagine yourself smiling or smile from your heart.

7. Concentrate on your breathing and enjoy feelings of relaxation.

8. After a couple minutes, open your eyes but don’t lose sense of relaxation.

9. Enjoy relaxing feeling and try and relax body further.

10. Rub and warm your hands.

11. Either give yourself a gentle face massage 

Or

12. A gentle body massage.

13. After massage shake your body gently out

Aims of exercise:

Relax the body completely and reduce stress on body and mind. This type of exercise is for you to shut down from the outside strains and pressures. By following and watching your breathing, it teaches the body to breathe more expansively by using the belly rather than the chest.
Shaking the Tree – Warm-up Exercise

1. Stand with your feet close together.

2. Breathe naturally.

3. Close eyes and concentrate on smiling from inside out like in inner smile meditation.

4. Keep your hands and arms loose by sides in a relaxed position.

5. Straighten back slightly.

6. Begin to vibrate and shake body gently. These movements and vibrations can be kept very small and light. 

7. Try and focus on feelings of total relaxation as you perform this exercise.

8. To complete exercise, slow down vibrations bring arms and hands and place near knees, ensuring palms are facing upwards.

9. Focus on breathing, and relax.

This exercise is a very relaxing and stress reducing. It uses vibrations and loose movement to warm, open, stretch and loosen the body in a very natural and spontaneous way.
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Exercise – Lifting the sky

1. Stand with feet close together or sit in a comfortable position.

2. Close eyes and start to focus on breath.

3. Breathe in through the nose and exhale through the mouth. So keep your mouth slightly open and touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

4. Relax and visualise your heart and smile internally or visualise yourself smiling from your heart.

5. Bring your two arms from your side to the front of your body. They should be stretched slightly with the two palms facing or parallel to the ground with fingers pointing towards each other.

6. Raise the two hands upwards above your head and look upwards the sky. Your palms should now be turned upwards and facing the sky. Breathe in as you are raising hands. Focus in on your breathing and exercise is for relaxation should movement should place little strain or stress on body.

7. Relax your two arms and drop to your side. As you perform this movement, you should breathe outwards or exhale

8. Repeat exercise for ten or so times, but remember the exercise is a breath orientated exercise. At no point should your body be put under too much strain. Also the movement should be done relatively slowly in conjunction with breathing.

9. When you are finished exercise just stand comfortably and relax and enjoy feelings of hopefully being less stressed. You may find your hands tingling or warm. 

10. Gradually bring yourself back and open your eyes slowly.

11. Rub your hands together

12. Either give your body or face a massage as shown originally.

13. When finished shake your body or self out gently and move around.

Aim:

Exercise is aimed at achieving gentle exercise combined with breathing exercise. Overall after performing exercise, one should feel much relaxed. It gives the opportunity to shut or turn off the mind in a way that gives one a break from any negative thoughts or dissolve away any worries for a few minutes whilst practicing this exercise.
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Exercise - Pushing Mountains

1. Sit comfortably with hands resting near knees, palms facing upwards.

2. Close eyes and start to focus on breath.

3. Breathe in through the nose and exhale through the mouth. So keep your mouth slightly open and touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

4. Relax and visualise your heart and smile internally or visualise yourself smiling from your heart.

5. Raise both arms and place two palms pointing outwards at chest level.

6. Push out both hands whilst breathing out.

7. Breathe in and bring both hands back to the starting position at chest level.

8. Repeat exercise for about 30 to 50 times.

9. Relax, close eyes, and breathe using belly.

Aim:

Relaxes the body and reduces stress. Builds up strength in arms.
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Exercise - Hula Hoop

1. Stand with feet close together.

2. Close eyes and start to focus on breath.

3. Breathe in through the nose and exhale through the mouth. So keep your mouth slightly open and touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

4. Relax and visualise your heart and smile internally or visualise yourself smiling from your heart.

5. Warm hands.

6. Place hands down lower back.

7. Start to rotate hips.

8. Repeat exercise for 20 to 30 times.

9. Stop and rotate hips in opposite direction.

10. Repeat 20 to 30 times.

11. Stop and relax.

12. Use belly breathing.

Aim:

Relaxes the body and reduces stress. 
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Exercise  – Carrying the Moon

1. Stand with feet close together or sit in a comfortable position.

2. Close eyes and start to focus on breath.

3. Breathe in through the nose and exhale through the mouth. So keep your mouth slightly open and touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

4. Relax and visualise your heart and smile internally or visualise yourself smiling from your heart.

5. Bend from the waist and allowing your hands loose, go almost to tip your toes but you don’t stretch as far as your toes only as far as comfortable. Keep this movement really relaxed.

6. Now start to move upwards with your spine, very slowly and in a relaxed manner, as if you are reaching for the sky.

7. Stretch slightly backwards at the top and similar to lifting the sky you’re your palms facing the heavens and breathe out.

8. Repeat exercise for ten or so times, but remember the exercise is a breath orientated exercise. At no point should your body be put under too much strain. Also the movement should be done relatively slowly in conjunction with breathing.

9. When you are finished exercise just stand comfortably and relax and enjoy feelings of hopefully being less stressed. You may find your hands tingling or warm. 

10. Gradually bring yourself back and open your eyes slowly.

11. Rub your hands together

12. Either give your body or face a massage as shown originally.

13. When finished shake your body or self out gently and move around.

Aim:

Exercise is aimed at achieving gentle exercise combined with breathing exercise. Overall after performing exercise, one should feel much relaxed. It gives the opportunity to shut or turn off the mind in a way that gives one a break from any negative thoughts or dissolve away any worries for a few minutes whilst practicing this exercise. The exercise is very good for back, but due care needs to be taken in relation to suiting the exercise to your own needs. There is no need to over stretch when bending towards the ground, rather as far is as comfortable and keep all movements relaxed. If you feel discomfort in this exercise or any exercise stop and just concentrate on breathing.
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Exercise  – Holding the ball/ Stand like a tree/

1. Stand with feet separated about the same distance as shoulder length or sit in a comfortable position.

2. Close eyes and start to focus on breath.

3. Breathe in through the nose and exhale through the mouth. So keep your mouth slightly open and touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

4. Relax and visualise your heart and smile internally or visualise yourself smiling from your heart.

5. Bring your two arms up and curve them outwards from your body at approximately chest level. Both palms should be facing towards your chest and your hands and fingers should be in mirrored position. The arm and hand position should be in the appearance that one is holding a ball.

6. Start to relax and focus on your breathing.

7. As you inhale start your arms and hands should expand outwards slightly in conjunction with breath.

8. When you exhale or breathe out your arms and hands should contract slightly.

9. The arm movements should be relaxed, fluid and slow.

Aim:

Exercise is aimed at achieving gentle exercise combined with breathing exercise. Overall after performing exercise, one should feel much relaxed. It gives the opportunity to shut or turn off the mind in a way that gives one a break from any negative thoughts or dissolve away any worries for a few minutes whilst practicing this exercise.

Mindfulness Walking

The focus of this exercise is to engage the mind fully in an action as simple as walking and not to take for granted such simple abilities as being able to walk.

1. Relax and begin to walk.

2. Draw your attention to the action of walking.

3. Be aware of how are you are walking and consciously engage with this act.

4. The pace of the walking can vary, but during the exercise keep your mind focused on the action of walking.

To finish the chi gung/tai chi session – It is nice to finish up with a relaxing walk either around the room or in the open air. The exercise of mindfulness walking is adapted from Jon Zabat Zinn who has lots of reference material on web. I really hope you enjoyed practice. Please don’t hesitate to email me if you wish to ask questions and if I can be of assistance.

Contact Details – Barry McGee

Email Address – bmcgconcertina@gmail.com
Reference Books

These are just some reference books or some books that I find useful for this practice, of course there are many more and can be researched on the internet

Ken Cohen – The way of qigong (Excellent Book for reference)

Wong Kiew Kit – The art of chi gung (Grandmaster Wong Kiew Kit has written lots of wonderful books on chi gung and teaches in Ireland on a regular basis)

Roger Jahnke – The healing promise of qi –

Jon Zabat Zinn  - Full Catastrophe Living (Jon Zabat Zinn has written lots of                  excellent books on meditation in a practical way, has lectures on you tube, excellent)



     Wherever you go, there you are

Larry Dossey – Healing words – the power of prayer and the practice of medicine

Websites –

Qigong Institute – has lots of articles on yoga, meditation, chi-gung/qigong and tai chi chuan.

Smile from the Heart – Qigong/tai chi teacher Sifu Joan Browne who teaches regularly in Dublin.

Soaring Crane Qigong in Ireland – runs weekend courses in chi gung 
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Meditation improves the immune system, research shows

Meditation improves the immune system, reduces blood pressure and even sharpens the mind, according to research. 


Now scientists have discovered that regular meditation appears to actually increase the size of the brain Photo: GETTY
7:12AM GMT 01 Nov 2011

The practice - an essential part of Buddhist and Indian Yoga traditions - has entered the mainstream as people try to find ways to combat stress and improve their quality of life. 

Now new research suggests that mindfulness meditation can have benefits for health and performance, including improved immune function, reduced blood pressure and enhanced cognitive function. 

The study, published in the latest issue of the journal Perspectives on Psychological Science, draws on existing scientific literature to attempt to explain the positive effects. 

The goal of this work, according to author Britta Hazel, of Justus Liebig University and Harvard Medical School, is to "unveil the conceptual and mechanistic complexity of mindfulness, providing the big picture by arranging many findings like the pieces of a mosaic." 

The authors specifically identify four key components of "mindfulness" - the state of meditation - that may account for its effects: attention regulation, body awareness, emotion regulation, and sense of self. Together, these help us deal with the effects of stress. 

Related Articles

· How meditation could help your health 

28 Jun 2011 

· Meditation stronger than drugs for pain relief 

05 Apr 2011 

· Celebrities who meditate 

28 Jun 2011 

Dr Hazel said the components are closely intertwined so an improvement in attention regulation, for example, may improve our awareness of our physiological state. Body awareness, in turn, helps us to recognise the emotions we are experiencing. 

She said: "Understanding the relationships between these components, and the brain mechanisms that underlie them, will allow clinicians to better tailor mindfulness interventions for their patients." 

However, the framework underscores the point that mindfulness is not a vague cure-all. Effective mindfulness meditation requires training and practice and it has distinct measurable effects on our subjective experiences, our behaviour, and our brain function. 

Dr Hazel said: "We hope that further research on this topic will enable a much broader spectrum of individuals to utilise mindfulness meditation as a versatile tool to facilitate change both in psychotherapy and in everyday life." 

Meditation Beats Dance for Harmonizing Body and Mind

ScienceDaily (Feb. 24, 2011) — The body is a dancer's instrument, but is it attuned to the mind? A new study from the University of California, Berkeley, suggests that professional ballet and modern dancers are not as emotionally in sync with their bodies as are people who regularly practice meditation.
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UC Berkeley researchers tracked how closely the emotions of seasoned meditators and professional dancers followed bodily changes such as breathing and heart rates.

They found that dancers who devote enormous time and effort to developing awareness of and precise control over their muscles -- a theme coincidentally raised in the new ballet movie "Black Swan" -- do not have a stronger mind-body connection than do most other people.

By contrast, veteran practitioners of Vipassana or mindfulness meditation -- a technique focused on observing breathing, heartbeat, thoughts and feelings without judgment -- showed the closest mind-body bond, according to the study recently published in the journal Emotion.
"We all talk about our emotions as if they are intimately connected to our bodies -- such as the 'heartache of sadness' and 'bursting a blood vessel' in anger," said Robert Levenson, a UC Berkeley psychology professor and senior author of the study. "We sought to precisely measure how close that connection was, and found it was stronger for meditators."

The results offer new clues in the mystery of the mind-body connection. Previous studies have linked the dissociation of mind and body to various medical and psychiatric diseases.

"Ever have the experience of getting home from work and realizing you have a blistering headache?" said Jocelyn Sze, a doctoral student in clinical science at UC Berkeley and the lead author of the study. "The headache probably built up throughout the day, but you might have been intentionally ignoring it and convincing yourself that you felt fine so that you could get through the demands of the day."

Increasingly, mindfulness meditation is being used to treat physical and psychological problems, researchers point out. "We believe that some of these health benefits derive from meditation's capacity to increase the association between mind and body in emotion," Levenson said.

For the experiment, the researchers recruited volunteers from meditation and dance centers around the San Francisco Bay Area and via Craigslist. The study sample consisted of 21 dancers with at least two years of training in modern dance or ballet and 21 seasoned meditators with at least two years of Vipassana practice. A third "control group" was made up of 21 moderately active adults with no training in dance, meditation, Pilates or professional sports.

Participants, who ranged in age from 18 to 40, were wired with electrodes to measure their bodily responses while they watched emotionally charged scenes from movies and used a rating dial to indicate how they were feeling.

Although all participants reported similar emotional reactions to the film clips, meditators showed stronger correlations between the emotions they reported feeling and the speed of their heartbeats. Surprisingly, the differences between dancers and the control group were minimal.

Researchers theorize that dancers learn to shift focus between time, music, space, and muscles and achieve heightened awareness of their muscle tone, body alignment and posture.

"These are all very helpful for becoming a better dancer, but they do not tighten the links between mind and body in emotion," Levenson said.

By contrast, meditators practice attending to "visceral" body sensations, which makes them more attuned to internal organs such as the heart. "These types of visceral sensations are a primary focus of Vipassana meditation, which is typically done sitting still and paying attention to internal sensations," Sze said.

The study was published in the December 2010 issue of Emotion. In addition to Sze and Levenson, coauthors are UC Berkeley psychologists Joyce W. Yuan and Anett Gyurak, who is currently a postdoctoral fellow at Stanford University.

Biophysicist explores the science behind the mind-body practice of tai chi

July 20, 2010 by Kathryn Bold 
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Enlarge
UCI biophysicist Shin Lin leads a tai chi class outside Hewitt Research Hall. He studies the effect of "moving meditation" on the mind and body. Photo: Steve Zylius

(PhysOrg.com) -- Shin Lin moves with a measured grace that comes from years of practicing tai chi, the centuries-old Chinese martial art that emphasizes serenity and calm over combat. When practicing tai chi, his hands slowly push the air and his body sways like "seaweed that's gently carried by the water." 
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"Tai chi's almost like a dance," he says. "I breathe in, I breathe out. I visualize myself on the beach, with gentle waves rolling onto the sand and rolling back out. It's a moving meditation."

Watching Lin perform tai chi is like seeing Kobe shoot hoops or Mickelson swing a club: He's at the top of his game and makes even difficult steps look easy.

The UC Irvine professor of developmental & cell biology and biomedical engineering has become an internationally recognized expert in tai chi as well as qigong — a more diverse family of Chinese mind-body practices — and he has advanced training in several major styles of kung fu. 

Like a sports star, Lin has graced the cover of Tai Chi magazine, the Sports Illustrated of the international tai chi community. He's been featured in an "NBC Nightly News" segment on mind-body medicine. And he's one of only a few "indoor disciples" — the exclusive inner circle in the U.S. — of Grandmaster Chen Zheng Lei, the 19th-generation family heir of Chen-style tai chi (the oldest parent form of the practice).

"Tai chi means the ultimate harmony of yin and yang. Where there's softness, there's also hardness within; and where there's hardness, there's softness within," Lin says. "It's primarily a gentle martial art, but there are fast and slow movements. I could use it to hit somebody. I could be like Arnold Schwarzenegger and lock onto someone's wrist and break his elbow."

Interest in tai chi has soared as more stressed-out Americans seek relief through yoga, meditation and other Eastern practices. When Lin first volunteered to teach tai chi five years ago through UCI's Susan Samueli Center for Integrative Medicine, his class attracted only a small band of followers. Now he teaches six sessions, from beginning to advanced, with a typical one drawing about 20 students outside Hewitt Research Hall.

Lin, who began studying martial arts as a teenager in his native Hong Kong, has developed a new method of teaching tai chi to help students realize its benefits earlier in their training.

"Tai chi is not a simple dance. In traditional tai chi, you first memorize up to 108 of these beautiful but difficult moves, like 'the white crane spreads its wings' or 'parting the wild horse's mane,'" he says. "It can take a year to learn them all. Most people quit before they begin to coordinate the moves with the breathing and meditative concentration to achieve full mind-body relaxation. We have a new approach: We learn one move and begin incorporating the breathing and meditation right away. It's a lot more accessible." 
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Lin calls this "science-based" tai chi because he chooses movements that enhance mind-body functions, which he measures at his Laboratory for Mind/Body Signaling & Energy Research with biomedical instruments like heart rate and brain wave monitors, an infrared camera that records changes in body temperature, a photon counter that gauges light emission from the body, and a laser Doppler device that calculates blood flow.

"We don't just randomly pick moves to teach. We're studying each to see its effect on the body," says Lin, past chair of biophysics at Johns Hopkins University and former dean of biological sciences at UCI, which he joined in 1997.

"Studies have shown that tai chi and qigong can boost body flexibility and balance, as well as lower blood pressure and cholesterol. Others suggest these practices can enhance serotonin and endorphins," he says. "Our lab has found that tai chi and qigong can increase blood flow and body energy levels measured as heat, light and electricity. In the past, there's been no scientific data to prove this. We're leaders in this field of research."

Because of his work and expertise, Lin was appointed in 2007 by the U.S. secretary of health & human services to the National Advisory Council for Complementary & Alternative Medicine, which offers recommendations to the National Institutes of Health on where to focus research funds. He's also permanent co-chair of the World Congress on Qigong & Traditional Chinese Medicine and a co-creator of the annual World Tai Chi & Qigong Day, which is celebrated in major cities in 75 countries. This year's Orange County event, presented by the Samueli Center last April, attracted hundreds of participants to Aldrich Park.

"Tai chi is a very profound exercise. It increases your body energy instead of burning it up and triggers the relaxation response," Lin says. "I'm trying to make it accessible to everyone."

Provided by UC Irvine

[image: image23.png]


[image: image24.png]


[image: image25.png]


[image: image26]
[image: image27.png]


view popular send feedback to editors 

Mindfulness Meditation Training Changes Brain Structure In 8 Weeks

Main Category: Psychology / Psychiatry
Also Included In: Anxiety / Stress
Article Date: 24 Jan 2011 - 1:00 PDT


email to a friend
   
printer friendly
   
opinions
   

[image: image31.png]


[image: image32.png]



Current Article Ratings: 
	Patient / Public:
	[image: image33.png]



	4.75 (4 votes)

	Healthcare Prof:
	[image: image34.png]



	4.5 (2 votes)



Participating in an 8-week mindfulness meditation program appears to make measurable changes in brain regions associated with memory, sense of self, empathy and stress. In a study that will appear in the January 30 issue of Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging, a team led by Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH) researchers report the results of their study, the first to document meditation-produced changes over time in the brain's grey matter. 

"Although the practice of meditation is associated with a sense of peacefulness and physical relaxation, practitioners have long claimed that meditation also provides cognitive and psychological benefits that persist throughout the day," says Sara Lazar, PhD, of the MGH Psychiatric Neuroimaging Research Program, the study's senior author. "This study demonstrates that changes in brain structure may underlie some of these reported improvements and that people are not just feeling better because they are spending time relaxing." 

Previous studies from Lazar's group and others found structural differences between the brains of experienced mediation practitioners and individuals with no history of meditation, observing thickening of the cerebral cortex in areas associated with attention and emotional integration. But those investigations could not document that those differences were actually produced by meditation. 

For the current study, MR images were take of the brain structure of 16 study participants two weeks before and after they took part in the 8-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) Program at the University of Massachusetts Center for Mindfulness. In addition to weekly meetings that included practice of mindfulness meditation - which focuses on nonjudgmental awareness of sensations, feelings and state of mind - participants received audio recordings for guided meditation practice and were asked to keep track of how much time they practiced each day. A set of MR brain images were also taken of a control group of non-meditators over a similar time interval. 

Meditation group participants reported spending an average of 27 minutes each day practicing mindfulness exercises, and their responses to a mindfulness questionnaire indicated significant improvements compared with pre-participation responses. The analysis of MR images, which focused on areas where meditation-associated differences were seen in earlier studies, found increased grey-matter density in the hippocampus, known to be important for learning and memory, and in structures associated with self-awareness, compassion and introspection. Participant-reported reductions in stress also were correlated with decreased grey-matter density in the amygdala, which is known to play an important role in anxiety and stress. Although no change was seen in a self-awareness-associated structure called the insula, which had been identified in earlier studies, the authors suggest that longer-term meditation practice might be needed to produce changes in that area. None of these changes were seen in the control group, indicating that they had not resulted merely from the passage of time. 

"It is fascinating to see the brain's plasticity and that, by practicing meditation, we can play an active role in changing the brain and can increase our well-being and quality of life." says Britta Hölzel, PhD, first author of the paper and a research fellow at MGH and Giessen University in Germany. "Other studies in different patient populations have shown that meditation can make significant improvements in a variety of symptoms, and we are now investigating the underlying mechanisms in the brain that facilitate this change." 

Amishi Jha, PhD, a University of Miami neuroscientist who investigates mindfulness-training's effects on individuals in high-stress situations, says, "These results shed light on the mechanisms of action of mindfulness-based training. They demonstrate that the first-person experience of stress can not only be reduced with an 8-week mindfulness training program but that this experiential change corresponds with structural changes in the amydala, a finding that opens doors to many possibilities for further research on MBSR's potential to protect against stress-related disorders, such as post-traumatic stress disorder." Jha was not one of the study investigators. 

Notes: 

James Carmody, PhD, of the Center for Mindfulness at University of Massachusetts Medical School, is one of co-authors of the study, which was supported by the National Institutes of Health, the British Broadcasting Company, and the Mind and Life Institute. 

Source: 
Sue McGreevey
Massachusetts General Hospital 

Easing Ills through Tai Chi 

 

Researchers study the benefits of this mind-body exercise. 
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Kerr practices outside to “feel the sensations of the sun and wind and the ground beneath my feet.”
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Catherine Kerr has found an antidote for the hectic pace of laboratory life in the daily practice of tai chi. This centuries-old Chinese mind-body exercise, now gaining popularity in the United States, consists of slow-flowing, choreographed meditative movements with poetic names like “wave hands like clouds,” “dragons stirring up the wind,” and “swallow skimming the pond” that evoke the natural world. It also focuses on basic components of overall fitness: muscle strength, flexibility, and balance. 

“Doing tai chi makes me feel lighter on my feet,” says Kerr, a Harvard Medical School (HMS) instructor who has practiced for 15 years. “I’m stronger in my legs, more alert, more focused, and more relaxed—it just puts me in a better mood all around.” Although she also practices sitting meditation and does a lot of walking, she says that the impact of tai chi on her mood were so noticeable—even after she was diagnosed with a chronic immune system cancer—that she has devoted her professional life to studying the effects of mind-body exercise on the brain at Harvard’s Osher Research Center.

Kerr is careful to note that tai chi is “not a magic cure-all,” and that Western scientific understanding of its possible physiological benefits is still very rudimentary. Yet her own experience and exposure to research have convinced her that its benefits are very real—especially for older people too frail to engage in robust aerobic conditioning and for those suffering from impaired balance, joint stiffness, or poor kinesthetic awareness. 

For anyone who practices tai chi regularly, “brain plasticity arising from repeated training may be relevant, since we know that brain connections are ‘sculpted’ by daily experience and practice,” explains Kerr, who is investigating brain dynamics related to tai chi and mindfulness meditation at HMS. “Tai chi is a very interesting form of training because it combines a low-intensity aerobic exercise with a complex, learned, motor sequence. Meditation, motor learning, and attentional focus have all been shown in numerous studies to be associated with training-related changes—including, in some cases, changes in actual brain structure—in specific cortical regions.” 

 

Scholars say tai chi grew out of Chinese martial arts, although its exact history is not fully understood, according to one of Kerr’s colleagues, assistant professor of medicine Peter M. Wayne, who directs the tai chi and mind-body research program at the Osher Center. “Tai chi’s roots are also intertwined with traditional Chinese medicine and philosophy, especially Taoism, and with another healing mind-body exercise called qigong,” he explains. “Though these roots are thousands of years old, the formal name tai chi chuan was coined as recently as the seventeenth century as a new form of kung fu, which integrates mind-body principles into a martial art and exercise for health.”

Tai chi chuan is often translated as “supreme (grand) ultimate fist”: the first part (“tai chi”) refers to the ubiquitous dialectical interaction of complementary, creative forces in the universe (yin and yang); the second, the fist, is what Wayne describes as the “manifestation or integration of these philosophical concepts into the body.” 

According to traditional Chinese medicine, when yin and yang come together they create a dynamic inner movement. “While practicing, tai chi moves the chi and the blood and the sinews in the body—purportedly correcting health imbalances,” adds Wayne, who has founded The Tree of Life Tai Chi Center, in Somerville, Massachusetts, where he also teaches. “One key principle of tai chi is analogous to the saying ‘A rolling stone gathers no moss,’—if you maintain inner mindful movement in the body, it may improve your health.” 

Tai chi, considered a soft or internal form of martial art, has multiple long and short forms associated with the most popular styles taught: Wu, Yang, and Chen (named for their originators). Plenty of people practice the faster, more combative forms that appear to resemble kung fu, but the slower, meditative movements are what many in the United States—where the practice has gained ground during the last 25 years—commonly think of as tai chi. 

Qigong, sometimes called the “grammar” of tai chi, comprises countless different smaller movements and breathing exercises that are often incorporated into a tai chi practice. “One reason tai chi is popular is that it is adaptable and safe for people of all ages and stages of health,” Wayne points out. “Recent tai chi forms have even been developed for individuals to practice in wheelchairs. And although few formal medical-economic analyses have been conducted, tai chi appears to be relatively cost-effective.”

 

Surveys, including one by the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (http://nccam.nih.gov/health/taichi), have shown that between 2.3 million and 3 million people use tai chi in the United States, where a fledgling body of scientific research now exists: the center has supported studies on the effect of tai chi on cardiovascular disease, fall prevention, bone health, osteoporosis, osteoarthritis of the knee, rheumatoid arthritis, chronic heart failure, cancer survivors, depression in older people, and symptoms of fibromyalgia. One study on the immune response to varicella-zoster virus (which causes shingles) suggested in 2007 that tai chi may enhance the immune system and improve overall well-being in older adults. However, “in general, studies of tai chi have been small, or they have had design limitations that may limit their conclusions,” notes the center’s website. “The cumulative evidence suggests that additional research is warranted and needed before tai chi can be widely recommended as an effective therapy.”

Most recently, Wayne and his fellow researchers have focused on balance issues and on cardiovascular and bone health—areas where tai chi’s benefits have begun to be evaluated most rigorously. “We’ve conducted systematic reviews of the literature, and in older people there is sound evidence that suggests tai chi can improve balance and reduce risks for falls, which have significant consequences on public health, particularly given our aging population,” he reports. 

Wayne points to a study by Fuzhong Li at the Oregon Research Institute (which carries out assessments of tai chi’s impact on health conditions, including a current project with Parkinson’s patients): it looked at 256 elderly people, from 70 to 92 years old, and compared how they benefited from tai chi and seated exercise, respectively. “They reported greater than a 40 percent reduction in the number of falls in the group that received tai chi,” Wayne reports. “This is a very significant finding. Older people with thinning bones are at very high risk for fractures; a fall related to hip fracture, for example, is associated with a 20 percent increase in mortality within one year and very high medical costs.”  

Studies conducted in Asia have reported that tai chi may benefit women with thinning bones. This has led Wayne and his colleagues to pursue another current research project—a randomized controlled trial with post-menopausal women diagnosed with osteopenia that examines bone density markers as well as computerized motion analysis to quantify how tai chi affects weight-bearing in the skeleton. 

In addition, clinical trials and basic research studies on patients with heart failure “suggest tai chi may be of benefit to patients in terms of greater exercise capacity and quality of life,” Wayne continues. “More definitive studies to confirm these observations are under way, as well as pilot studies with patients with chronic pulmonary disease.” 

Yet from a Western scientific standpoint, it’s difficult to pinpoint why and how tai chi affects us. In typical drug trials, a well-defined chemical compound targets physiological systems, and outcomes can be measured against placebo controls. But tai chi is a multicomponent intervention, Wayne notes, with many active ingredients—movement, breathing, attention, visualization, and rich psychosocial interactions with teachers and other students. All of these can affect many physiological systems simultaneously. Moreover, many of the older study subjects also have complex chronic conditions, so identifying a logical control is challenging: it’s just not possible to have a placebo in a tai chi study. “For these reasons,” he says, “we need to be creative in designing tai chi trials, and cautious in interpreting the results.” 

 

HMS instructor and pathologist Marie-Helene Jouvin, who has practiced tai chi for a decade and teaches at the Brookline Tai Chi school near Boston (http://brooklinetaichi.org), has noticed the large number of students who attend classes there for medical reasons—after surgery, or if they are suffering from chronic or autoimmune diseases. But tai chi and qigong are not limited to being done in a classroom with a teacher, she adds. “They can be done when you are sick, or lying in bed.” 

Indeed, Wayne, Jouvin, and Kerr all agree that the beauty and ease of tai chi offer multifold benefits as far as its daily practice: it is adaptable to numerous physical positions and requires no special equipment, expensive outfits, or specific athletic conditioning. “It’s not a high-cardio workout, it’s all about deepening the relaxation in the movement,” Kerr says. “In aerobic exercise we’re taught to tense the muscle and push hard. Tai chi is the opposite approach; it’s about the flow of the whole body in the movement.” 

Like tai chi, qigong also accomodates busy schedules because it can be done incrementally—and sometimes involves only the smallest parts of the body. Jouvin, for example, sometimes performs an ultra-slow form of twiddling the thumbs under the table at meetings; she focuses on the minutest sensations—skin, heat, joint rotation, relationships among the clasped and moving fingers—and finds this tends to calm her down, especially during heated professional debates, she says with a smile. “These are things you can easily do to help yourself and focus,” she adds. 

Perhaps because of these multiple forms and its adaptability, tai chi looks easy to do. Yet in demonstrating to a novice the most basic short form of the Wu style, Jouvin painstakingly explains 18 precisely choreographed movements that flow together in a set order and take about four minutes to complete properly. “It’s hard to assess if you are doing it correctly without having a trained teacher or practitioner helping you,” she acknowledges. “It can look like people waving their arms and legs around.” 

At the Brookline school, this same Wu short form is taught during the course of 21 weeks of classes. “Most beginners will do the moves as if they were purely aerobic exercise,” Jouvin says. “It will take a while for them to feel the exercise internally. There seems to be an internal logic to the movements. It’s a form that was built over centuries and probably reflects how the body functions.” 

