
Tai chi reduced severity of fibromyalgia
symptoms at 24 weeks compared with
aerobic exercise
Clinical impact ratings: ������� �������

Question
What is the effectiveness of tai chi compared with aerobic exer-
cise for reducing fibromyalgia (FM) symptoms?

Methods
Design: Randomized controlled trial (RCT). ClinicalTrials.gov
NCT01420640.

Allocation: {Concealed}*.†

Blinding: Blinded† (data collectors, {clinicians, safety commit-
tee, and outcome adjudicators}*).

Follow-up period: 52 weeks.

Setting: Tufts Medical Center, Boston, Massachusetts, USA.

Patients: 226 adults ≥ 21 years of age (mean age 52 y, 92%
women) who had FM (American College of Rheumatology 1990
and 2010 preliminary diagnostic criteria) with a Widespread
Pain Index ≥ 7 plus a Symptom Severity Scale score ≥ 5 or a
Widespread Pain Index of 3 to 6 plus a Symptom Severity Scale
score ≥ 9. Exclusion criteria included another condition that
would explain the pain, other medical conditions (e.g., inflam-
matory arthritis or connective tissue diseases), serious medical
conditions that could limit participation, inability to pass the
Mini-Mental State Examination, pregnancy or planned preg-
nancy, or use of tai chi or other complementary or alternative
medicine in the past 6 months.

Intervention: 60-minute sessions of Yang-style tai chi (n = 151)
or aerobic exercise (n = 75). Tai chi was provided once weekly
for 12 weeks (n = 39) or 24 weeks (n = 39), or twice weekly for
12 weeks (n = 37) or 24 weeks (n = 36). The individually tailored
aerobic exercise program was provided twice weekly for 24 weeks
and comprised active warm-up, choreographed aerobic training,
and cool-down. Patients in both groups were encouraged to prac-
tice their interventions for ≥ 30 min/d for 52 weeks.

Outcomes: Change in FM severity (revised Fibromyalgia Impact
Questionnaire [FIQR]) at 24 weeks. Secondary outcomes in-
cluded global FM symptom effect (visual analogue scale) and
adverse events.

Patient follow-up: 80% at 24 weeks (intention-to-treat analysis);
70% at 52 weeks, results not reported here.

Main results
The main efficacy results are in the Table. Groups did not differ
for adverse events related to the interventions (5.3% vs 5.3%);
there were no serious adverse events related to the interven-
tions.

Conclusion
In patients with fibromyalgia, high-intensity and frequent tai chi
reduced symptom severity at 24 weeks compared with aerobic
exercise.

*Information provided by author.

†See Glossary.

Source of funding: National Institutes of Health.

For correspondence: Dr. C. Wang, Tufts University School of
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cwang2@tuftsmedicalcenter.org. �

Commentary
The RCT by Wang and colleagues directly compared the effec-
tiveness of long-term tai chi with aerobic exercise on symptoms
and function of patients with FM. Tai chi was implemented in 2
doses for 2 different durations, an important advantage over
previous studies. The trial found a duration-dependent improve-
ment in FM symptoms and function similar to that of previous
studies (1, 2). However, the functional improvements across in-
terventions were small and not statistically different in sensitivity
analyses.

The high demands of the interventions (30 min/d plus a weekly
60-min session) raise doubts about the translational value of this
study to clinic settings. Such amounts of daily tai chi or exercise
may be unrealistic goals for most patients with FM. Curiously,
the trial reported the intervention effects on symptom aggre-
gate outcome measures but not specifically on pain intensity,
1 of the most important FM symptoms.

Further studies are needed to explore the mechanisms respon-
sible for the observed improvements in study outcomes.
Changes in central pain sensitivity may be the important media-
tors of effective FM therapies such as tai chi and exercise.

Roland Staud, MD
University of Florida

Gainesville, Florida, USA
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Tai chi vs aerobic exercise in patients with fibromyalgia‡

Intervention comparisons Mean difference in change from baseline to
24 wk (95% CI)

Fibromyalgia severity§ Global fibromyalgia
symptom effect||

Tai chi (all groups) vs aerobic �5.5 (�10.4 to �0.6)¶ �0.9 (�1.4 to �0.3)

Tai chi (2 x 24) vs aerobic** �16.2 (�23.6 to �8.7)†† �1.6 (�2.5 to �0.7)

Tai chi 2/wk vs tai chi 1/wk �4.5 (�11.4 to 2.5) �0.4 (�1.2 to 0.4)

Tai chi 24 wk vs tai chi 12 wk �9.6 (�16.6 to �2.6) �0.7 (�1.5 to 0.2)

‡CI defined in Glossary. Negative difference scores indicate greater reduction in
severity/effect in the first treatment group.

§Revised Fibromyalgia Impact Questionnaire Score. Score range 0 to 100; higher
scores = greater severity.

||Global Assessment Score. Score range 0 to 10; higher scores = greater effect.

¶Did not reach the estimated minimal clinically important difference (MCID) score of
8.1 points.

**2 x 24 = twice weekly for 24 wk.

††Reached the estimated MCID score of 8.1 points.

Therapeutics
Wang C, Schmid CH, Fielding RA, et al. Effect of tai chi versus aero-
bic exercise for fibromyalgia: comparative effectiveness random-
ized controlled trial. BMJ. 2018;360:k851.

doi:10.7326/ACPJC-2018-168-12-070

� 2018 American College of Physicians JC70 ACP Journal Club Annals of Internal Medicine 19 Jun 2018

Downloaded From: http://annals.org/ by a Tufts University User  on 06/20/2018


