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Introduction
Tai chi, also referred to as taiji or taijiquan, is considered both 

a martial art and a series of low impact exercises. It is also a tool 
in the toolbox of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) that has been 
in existence for hundreds of years, although its philosophical roots 
go back thousands of years to Confucianism and Taoism [1]. There 
are five main styles of tai chi. Chen style is the oldest style and 
originated in the Chen village in China [2]. The second oldest style, 
and also the most popular style, is the Yang style [3]. Sun style [4] is 
the newest style of tai chi and has only been in existence for about 
100 years. It is known for its high stances, which are especially 
suited for older people who have balance issues. Wu and Wu Hao 
[5] are the other main styles of tai chi, which contain elements of 
both the Yang and Chen styles. Although the styles all differ in some 
respects, they have more commonalities than differences.

Qigong [pronounced chee gong] is also a set of low impact, 
gentle exercises that have been in existence for thousands of 
years [6] and is also considered a tool in the TCM toolbox. Some 
practitioners consider qigong to be a subset of tai chi. Much has 
been written about qigong and qigong exercises [7-131]. The 
Chinese Health Qigong Association has produced nine DVDs that 
provide instruction on some of the more popular qigong exercise 
sets [132-140]. Several organizations have been formed to study 
various aspects of qigong [141-175].

Some publications focus on the application of tai chi or qigong 
for the treatment of arthritis [176-177]. Dr. Paul Lam, a Chinese 
physician based in Sydney, Australia, has developed several courses 
using the Sun style of tai chi to treat arthritis [178-179]. Numerous 
medical studies have been conducted on the effectiveness of tai chi 
and qigong on the treatment of anxiety [180-181, 227], arthritis 
[182-188], attention deficit [189], autism [190], back pain [191-
193], blood pressure [194-195], cancer [25, 196-215], chronic 
fatigue syndrome [216], cognitive performance [217-222], COPD 
[223], Covid-19 [71, 224-226], depression [227-238], dyspnea 
[239], fibromyalgia [240], frailty [241], geriatrics [242], heart 
disease [243-244], hypertension [245-246], immune system [247-
248], low back pain [249-250], mental health [251], neonatal 
intensive care [252], the nervous system [253-254], obesity [255], 
osteoporosis [256], pain management [257], Parkinson’s disease 
[258-263], physical health [264-266], physical therapy [267], 
psychosis/psychological disorders [268-270], prostatic hyperplasia 
[271], pulmonary disease [272-276], quality of life [277-280], 
rheumatology [281], schizophrenia 282], sensory symptoms 
[283], sleep disorders [284], sports training [285], stress [286], 
stroke [287-290], substance abuse [291], and unilateral vocal fold 
paralysis [292]. A number of medical studies have examined the 
general effects of tai chi and qigong as well [293-301]. The present 
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article reviews some studies on the treatment of arthritis that have 
used tai chi or qigong exercises.

Methodology 
The PubMed.gov database [302] and the Europe PMC database 

[303] were used to find studies on tai chi, qigong and the treatment 
of arthritis, supplemented by internet searches. 

Findings

Marks [304] reviewed, summarized, and synthesized the 
research involving the use of qigong exercises in the treatment of 
arthritis. He concluded that mind-body and relaxation techniques 
such as those practiced in China for centuries may be a useful 
intervention strategy for adults having various forms of arthritis. 
Numerous other studies have been conducted on the effectiveness 
of tai chi or qigong in general, as well as their effectiveness in the 
treatment of several specific diseases and ailments. The studies 
cited in this section examined the effectiveness of these tools of 
traditional Chinese medicine on various forms of arthritis.

Osteoarthritis of the Knee

Brosseau et al. [305] published clinical practice guidelines 
for the management of knee osteoarthritis after conducting a 
systematic study of controlled trials that used mind-body exercise 
programs for patients having osteoarthritis of the knee. The Ottawa 
panel of experts reached consensus on a number of issues. The 
main conclusion was that Sun-style tai chi exercises were effective 
in pain reduction and improvement of physical function and quality 
of life for individuals having osteoarthritis of the knee. Another 
Brosseau et al. study [306] reviewed 26 high-quality studies and 
identified various effective knee strengthening exercise programs. 
Other studies by the Ottawa panel examined the effects of various 
exercises on arthritis of the hip [307] and hand [308].

Li et al. [309] analyzed the biomechanical response of the 
meniscus and knee cartilage to the brush-knee and twist-step tai 
chi movement, and compared the results to walking and jogging. 
They found that the tai chi movement resulted in a greater increase 
in the range of motion, and that stress was more concentrated 
when walking and jogging than when doing the tai chi movement. 
The study concluded that tai chi may have a lower risk of knee joint 
injury than either walking or jogging.

You et al. [310] studied the effects of tai chi exercises on the 
improvement of walking function and posture control in elderly 
patients having osteoarthritis of the knee. After examining the 
results of 11 trials involving 603 participants, they concluded 
that the tai chi group had better performance in a six-minute walk 
test and the time up and go test than did the control group. The 
study concluded that tai chi could be an excellent way to improve 
walking function and posture control in elderly adults who have 

osteoarthritis of the knee. Zeng et al. [311] conducted a review of 
three random controlled trials (RCT) that indicated that baduanjin 
qigong exercises may have favorable effects on patients with 
osteoarthritis of the knee. Baduanjin patients had significantly 
better WOMAC (Western Ontario and McMaster Universities 
Arthritis Index) scores in some areas than did those of the control 
group. Significant differences occurred for pain (p < 0.01), stiffness 
(p< 0.01), and physical function (p < 0.01).

Li et al. [312] conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis 
of 14 randomized control trials involving 815 patients to determine 
the effectiveness of traditional Chinese exercise (tai chi and qigong) 
on symptoms of osteoarthritis of the knee. Compared to the control 
group, the Chinese exercise group showed significant improvement 
in the Western Ontario and McMaster Universities Arthritis Index 
(WOMAC) and the Knee Injury and Osteoarthritis Outcome Score 
(KOOS) measures for pain (p < 0.001), stiffness (p <0.001), and 
physical function score (p < 0.001). The study concluded that tai chi 
and qigong may be effective for alleviating pain, relieving stiffness 
and improving physical function for patients suffering from 
osteoarthritis of the knee. 

Xiao, Zhuang and Kang [313] examined the effects of wu qin xi 
(WQX), a set of qigong exercises, on physical functioning in elderly 
people with osteoarthritis of the knee using a random controlled 
trial (RCT). The study was a six-month follow-up of a RCT. The 
control group received physical therapy. While both groups had 
large reductions in activity limitations, pain and knee instability, 
the differences between the two groups were not statistically 
significant for the Timed Up and Go Test, 6-Minute Walk Test, knee 
extension strength and knee flexion strength, except for a higher 
Berg Balance Scale (BBS) score (p = 0.029) and a lower Western 
Ontario and McMaster Universities Osteoarthritis Index pain score 
(p = 0.031) for the WQX group. The study concluded that while 
both WQX and conventional therapy were effective in reducing 
pain and activity limitations, and promoting muscle power and 
balance, WQX was significantly more effective in reducing pain 
and promoting balance than conventional therapy. Lee et al. [314] 
conducted a pilot, randomized, waiting list-controlled trial to 
determine whether tai chi exercises could be used to improve the 
quality of life for patients with osteoarthritis of the knee. The trial 
included forty-four elderly subjects who had arthritis of the knee. 
The exercise group took eight weeks of tai chi training, while the 
waiting list control group did not. Sessions were 60 minutes, two 
times per week. The training group had statistically significant 
improvements in quality of life (p < 0.05) and the 6-m walking 
test (p < 0.01). Although the WOMAC scores for the training group 
were markedly improved, the differences were not statistically 
significant. The study concluded that tai chi exercises can have a 
beneficial effect on the quality of life and physical functioning in 
elderly patients who have osteoarthritis of the knee.
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Osteoarthritis of the Hip

Duan et al. [315] had 12 older, experienced men participate in 
a study that had them perform the brush knee and twist step tai 
chi move, along with normal walking. The study concluded that tai 
chi may result in a better improvement in the hip joint’s range of 
motion and coordination of the neuromuscular system than just 
walking and is safe and suitable for patients with osteoarthritis of 
the hip. Zou et al. [316] examined the effect of tai chi practice on 
attenuating bone mineral density (BMD) loss. They examined the 
results of 20 randomized controlled trials having a total sample size 
of 1604. They found that tai chi produced significant benefits on 
BMD at the lumbar spine (p < 0.0001), femur neck (p < 0.00001), 
femur trochanter (p = 0.007), and total hip (p = 0.003). They 
concluded that tai chi is effective in attenuating BMD.

Escalante et al. [317] summarized the evidence of 33 studies 
that evaluated the effectiveness of various exercise programs on 
pain for adults with lower limb osteoarthritis. They concluded that 
tai chi exercise programs achieved better results than strength 
programs, aerobic programs, hydrotherapy programs or mixed 
programs. Uhlig [318] found that tai chi and yoga are safe and can 
be used in the treatment of rheumatologic and musculoskeletal 
diseases such as osteoarthritis of the knee, hip, and hand, as well as 
rheumatoid arthritis.

Ankylosing Spondylitis

Xie et al. [319] conducted a randomized controlled trial of 60 
patients to determine whether baduanjin, a set of 8 qigong exercises, 
would have a positive effect on the treatment of ankylosing 
spondylitis. Forty-six patients completed the study. The exercise 
group received 12 weeks of baduanjin training, while the other 
group received no treatment. Although the total Bath Ankylosing 
Spondylitis Disease Activity Index (BASDAI) scores between the 
two groups were not significantly different, the exercise group had 
reduced scores compared to the no-treatment group for fatigue (p 
= 0.03), intensity (p = 0.04), and duration of morning stiffness (p = 
0.01). The exercise group also had higher patient global assessment 
scores (p = 0.04). The study concluded that the baduanjin exercises 
appeared to improve ankylosing spondylitis symptoms.

Rheumatoid Arthritis

Lee, Pittler and Ernst [320] conducted a systematic review 
of studies on the effect of tai chi on rheumatoid arthritis (RA) in 
2007. They identified 45 potentially relevant studies. Some of the 
studies they found concluded some positive effects on the use of tai 
chi to relieve depression and mood of RA patients, while increasing 
the quality of life. Two studies found that tai chi did not result in 
any more pain reduction than what could be had with education, 
stretching exercises, and usual activity control. They concluded that 
the heterogeneity of the studies prevented any meaningful meta-

analysis, and that the studies that were available at that time were 
of low methodological quality, concluding that whether tai chi was 
an effective treatment for rheumatoid arthritis remained unproven.

A more recent study by Imoto et al. [321] concluded that tai 
chi could be a low-cost alternative to other treatments of RA. Their 
study consisted of a review of three other studies. Those findings 
indicated that tai chi practice resulted in improvements in mood 
and depression. Although clinical improvement was achieved 
with regard to pain and disease pattern, the improvements were 
not statistically significant. A study by Wang [322] found that the 
practice of tai chi improved pain and functional status of adults 
with rheumatoid arthritis (RA). This study was a pilot randomized 
control trial consisting of twenty patients with functional class I 
or II RA who were randomly assigned either to tai chi or attention 
control. They received two sessions a week for 12 weeks. The tai 
chi group had significantly better results in the disability index (p = 
0.01), and the depression index (p = 0.003). Similar improvement 
trends were observed in functional capacity and health-related 
quality of life and disease activity, while no adverse effects were 
observed.

Uhlig et al. [323] conducted a quantitative and qualitative study 
on the effects of tai chi on rheumatoid arthritis. They selected 15 
patients from a rheumatology department of a hospital in Oslo, 
Norway, who performed tai chi exercises twice a week for 12 weeks, 
with a follow-up after 12 weeks. They found that the practice of 
tai chi resulted in improved lower-limb muscle function, both at 
the end of the 12-week sessions and in the twelve-week follow-
ups. Qualitatively, the patients had improved physical condition, 
confidence in moving, better balance and less pain, both during the 
exercise and in daily life. There was also a reduction in stress and 
increased body awareness. Patients practiced twelve movements 
in the Tai Chi for Arthritis program developed by Dr. Paul Lam, a 
Chinese physician living in Australia [178-179]. The Tai Chi for 
Arthritis program uses the Sun style [4] of tai chi.

Concluding Comments
The evidence is clear that tai chi and qigong can have beneficial 

effects on the treatment of various kinds of arthritis. However, there 
is room for more research to determine whether, and under what 
circumstances, these two tools of traditional Chinese medicine are 
more effective than alternative treatments. One area of research 
that has been neglected is to compare the various kinds of tai chi 
and qigong to determine whether one particular set of exercises 
might be more effective than others in the treatment of various 
diseases and ailments. For example, is baduanjin more effective 
in the treatment of X than other qigong sets? Or tai chi? Are some 
forms of tai chi or qigong more effective in the treatment of arthritis 
or other diseases than other forms? Is Yang style tai chi more 
effective in treating X than Sun style tai chi?
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