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Tai Chi  

Health and Participation 

To Promote 

Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 

Learning Outcomes 

• What is Tai Chi? 

– Know the basic principles of tai chi and mindfulness. 
. 

• How do we know if Tai Chi is effective and for whom? 
– Know about evidence of tai chi for improving health outcomes for 
individuals. 

– Individuals with impairments 

– Health promotion and prevention (wellness) 
. 

• Can Health Care Professionals benefit from Tai Chi? 
– Show how tai chi can decrease injuries and stress among health care 
providers. 
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What is Tai Chi?  Basic Principles 

• “Tai chi and qi gong are centuries-old, related mind and body practices. 
They involve certain postures and gentle movements with mental focus, 
breathing, and relaxation.  … 

…The movements can be adapted or practiced while walking, standing, 
or sitting. In contrast to qi gong, tai chi movements, if practiced quickly, 
can be a form of combat or self-defense” (https://nccih.nih.gov/health/taichi/).  

• What is Chi and Qi? “Qi is like the word snow in the Eskimo language – 
it means many things, and yet it is hard to define.  Qi refers to vital 
energy, information, breath or spirit.  …  Qigong translates as the 
cultivation or mastery of Qi. … Most people think of Tai Chi as a form of 
Qigong because it cultivates, moves, and helps manage Qi” (Wayne, 
2013, p. 15). 

• For this presentation, tai chi and qi gong are considered functionally 
equivalent and the term tai chi will be used to include both.   
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Basic principles, cont. 

• Tai chi and qi gong originated in China as meditative practices and, in 
the case of tai chi, a form of martial art. 

• The practices evolved in China from martial art to health promoting 
exercise for the entire population consistent with Taoism and traditional 
Chinese medicine (TCM).   

• Tai chi was introduced in the United States in the 1940s and 1950s. 

• In the West, tai chi and qi gong are considered  
complementary health approaches by the  
National Centers for Complimentary and  
Integrative Health (NCCIH).    
https://nccih.nih.gov/health/taichi  
. 
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Basic Principles: Mind Body Practices 

• In TCM there is no dichotomy between mind and body. 
Each affects the other. 

• Examples: 
– Stress response 

– Placebo effect 

• Yoga is another mind body practice that originated in India. 

• Tai chi requires slow body movement.  Slow body movement and 
focus on body and breath, creates favorable conditions for 
mindfulness. 

MIND 

BODY 
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Basic Principles: 
Mind Body Practices, cont. 

• Mindfulness  
– Being present in the here and now. 

. 

– Notice and focus on sensations from body,  
breath, and emotional states without judgement. 
. 

– Example: Joh Kabat-Zinn and Mindfulness Meditation 
. 

https://www.mindfulnesscds.com/ and 
. 

https://www.umassmed.edu/cfm/about-us/people/2-meet-our-faculty/kabat-
zinn-profile/ 

 

Tai chi is sometimes called meditation in motion. 
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Basic Principles: Mind Body Practices, cont. 

Balance of extremes creates 

harmony. 

.In tai chi, attention is given to 

both DOING and NOT DOING. 

 

 

 Sympathetic NS              Parasympathetic NS 
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Basic Principal: Flow 

Energy and fluids can flow more freely when … 

• …muscles and tissues are soft 
– Damp sponge is flexible and can absorb 
fluids.  Dry sponge is stiff and doesn’t 
absorb right away. 
. 

– Try softer (instead of try harder) 
 
 

• …spaces are open 
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Basic Principles: Question of Balance 
• Balance between mind and body 

• Balance within & between body systems 
– Musculoskeletal 
– Neurological 

– Sympathetic and Parasympathetic  

– Sensory 
– Visual 

– Tactile 

– Proprioception 

– Vestibular 

– Physiological 
– Respiration 

– Bone health 

– Cardiovascular 

– Immune 

• Balance (fall prevention) Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 

Balance & Stability 

• Stance 
– Soft joints 

– Lower center of mass 

– Alignment 

• Weight shifting 
– Forward – backward 

– Side to side 

– Diagonal 

• Torso moves as a unit 

 

 

Images from http://brisbanechentaichi.weebly.com/skill-knowledge.html   Used with 
permission. Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 

Variety of Forms and Styles of Tai Chi 

• Complex (long sequencers)  Simplified 

• Martial Art     Meditative 

• Angular     Softer 

• Similarities 
– Slow, intentional movements and breathing 

– Structural alignment 

– Movements flow into one another 

– Active relaxation 

– Conservation of effort 

– Power is internal rather than external 

– Rooted in Taoism 
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Key Points from Basic Principles 

• Mind and body are inseparable.   

• Tai chi requires slow body movement.  Slow body movement and 
focus on body and breath, creates favorable conditions for 
mindfulness. 

• Mindfulness is not an empty mind, but focusing on present; 
noticing but not judging. 

• Doing and Not Doing 
– Economy of effort 

• Flow and try softer 

• Balance  
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Show Me the Evidence 
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Evidence – Health and Fitness 

• While more rigorous research is continuing on tai chi, Huston & McFarlane 

(2016) conclude that “There is abundant evidence on the health and fitness 

effects of tai chi” (p. 881).  

• “From the perspective of exercise prescription, Tai Chi is a suitable 

conditioning exercise because the training characteristics fulfill the 
recommendations of the ACSM regarding exercise to develop and 

maintain cardiorespiratory function, muscular fitness, neuromotor 

agility, and flexibility” (Lan, Wolf, & Tsang ,2013, p. 2). 

 

 

• Huston, P. & McFarlane, B., (2016).  Health benefits of tai chi: What is the evidence?  
Canadian Family Physician, 62, 881-890. 

• Lan, C. Wolf S. L., & Tsang, W. N.  (2013).  Editorial: Tai chi exercise in medicine and 
health promotion.  Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative Medicine, 2013, 
103.  
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Evidence – Health and Fitness 

“This review has identified numerous outcomes with varying levels of 
evidence for the efficacy for Qigong and Tai Chi. The stronger evidence 

base for bone health, cardiorespiratory fitness, physical 
function/balance and QOL, and the potential demonstrated for 

psychological benefits and falls prevention, is sufficient to suggest that 

Tai Chi and Qigong be promoted as a viable, accessible alternative, 
especially for individuals who might prefer these activities over more 

conventional or vigorous forms of exercise”  (Janke, Larkey, Rogers, 
Etnier, Lin, 2010, p. e22). 

 

Janke, Larkey, Rogers, Etnier, Lin (2010).  A comprehensive review of 
health benefits of Qigong and Tai Chi.  The American Journal of Health 
Promotion, 24, e1-e25).   
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Evidence  - Balance 
• Postural sway, as measured by a force platform, was significantly 
decreased in adults ages 65 to 75 in the tai chi training group compared 
a group who engaged in brisk walking and a sedentary group (Pan, Liu, 
Zhang, & Li, 2016). 

• Using static measures, tai chi exercise was effective for both the low and 
high fall risk groups, when practiced for up to 3 months (Song, et. al., 
2015). 

• Tai chi may be one of the better exercises you can do to maintain your 
ability to react to challenges to balance.  (Wayne, 2013) 

Pan, Liu, Zhang, & Li (2016).  Tai chi can improve postural stability as measured by 
resistance to perturbation related to upper limb movement among health older adults.  
Evidence-Based Complimentary and Alternative Medicine, 1-9. 

Song, et. al. (2015).  Effects of tai chi on balance: A population-based meta-analysis.  
The Journal of Alternative and complementary Medicine, 21, 141-151. 

Wayne (2013).  The Harvard Medical School guide to tai chi.  Boston: Shambhala. 
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Balance, cont. 
 
Li, Hammer, & Fitzgerald (2016).  Implementing an evidence-based fall 
prevention intervention in community senior centers.  American Journal 
of Public Health, 106, 2026-2031. 

413 participants 
 
At the end of the 12 month 
intervention, there were 327 
fewer falls than at baseline 
(n = 672), resulting in a 49% 
reduction in the number of 
falls. 
 

Falls over 12 months of intervention.  
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Evidence – Musculoskeletal Health 

• “Connective tissue adapts to the body’s biomechanical and 
biochemical forces.  The collagen and elastic fibers that provide 

fasciae their tensile strength are constantly being produced and 
remodeled.  …there is good reason to believe that Tai Chi, with 

its emphasis on steady balance and dynamic, integrated 

movements, will substantially influence the body’s network of 
connective tissue and modify its structure and function” (Wayne, 

2013, p. 135).   

 

 

• Wayne, P.  (2103).  The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi: 
12 weeks to a Healthy Body, Strong Heart, and Sharp Mind.  
Boston: Shambhala. 

Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 
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Evidence – Psychological  

“This systematic review revealed that the slow, focused movements 
of tai chi may counteract erratic movements and thoughts by 
increasing awareness of and eventually releasing muscle holding 
patterns and their associated emotions caused by stress. The 
studies in this review demonstrated that mind–body interventions 
such as tai chi have beneficial effects for various populations on a 
range of psychological wellbeing measures, including depression, 
anxiety, general stress management, and exercise self-
efficacy”(Wang, et. al., 2013, p. 615). 

 

• Wang, F. et. al. (2013).  The effects of tai chi on depression, anxiety, and 
psychological well-being: A systematic review and meta-analysis.  International 
Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 21, 605-617. 
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What about YOU? 

What are common stressors or causes of injury in your 
day to day practice? 

•   

•   

•   
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Incidence  

• “The U.S. Department of Labor has identified the health care 
industry as a major source of all U.S. workplace injuries.  Studies 
have shown that injury within the health care workforce is related 
to high turnover rates, burnout, poor job satisfaction, and leaving 
the health care workforce permanently, thus contributing to the 
existing health care workforce shortages” (McCaughey, et al., 
2015, p. 42).   

 

 

• McCaughery, et al., (2015).  Antecedents to workplace injury in 
the health care industry: A synthesis of the literature.  Health 
Care Management Review, 41, 42-55. 
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Interventions 

Research question: Do occupational safety and health interventions 
in health care settings have an effect on musculoskeletal health 
status? 

 “The findings here echo previous systematic reviews 

 supporting exercise as providing positive health benefits and 

 training alone as not being effective” (Tullar, et al., 2010, p. 199). 

 

 

Tullar, et al. (2010).  Occupational safety and health interventions 
to reduce musculoskeletal symptoms in the health care sector.  
Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 20, 199-219. 
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Exercise – enter Tai Chi 

Palumbo, et al. (2012). Tai chi for older (45 years) nurses: A workplace 
wellness pilot study.  Applied Nursing Research, 25, 54-59. 

Dependent Outcome Measures: 

– SF-36 Health Survey 

– Nursing Stress Scale  

– Perceived Stress Scale 

– Sit-and-reach test 

– Isometric knee extensor strength test dynamometer 

– Functional reach test*  

– Nordic Musculoskeletal Questionnaire  

– Work Limitations Questionnaire* 

– Work absenteeism 

 * Statistically significant difference between tai chi and control groups. 

. 
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Palumbo, cont. 

• Although not statistically different on all measures, the Tai Chi 

group showed larger improvements than the control group on all 

outcome measures. 

• This pilot study demonstrates the feasibility of Tai Chi with older 

female workers as a cost effective wellness option in the 

workplace” (Palumbo, et al., 2012, p. 54). 

 

Palumbo, et al. (2012).  Tai chi for older nurses: A workplace 
wellness pilot study.  Applied Nursing Research, 25, 54-59. 

 
Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 
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Tai Chi Experience  

• Stance 
– Soft joints (not locked) 
– Alignment (feet - shoulder or hip 
 width apart and facing forward). 

• Torso moves as a unit.   
– Movement generated by the legs 

• Move SLOW 
– Requires more motor control 
– Slows down brain and shifts 
NS toward parasympathetic. 

 

 

Images from http://brisbanechentaichi.weebly.com/skill-knowledge.html   Used with 
permission. Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 

Tai Chi Experience 

Raising the Power 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EmL3m5TWndU  
Contribution: integration of upper and lower body, strengthening and 
flexibility in legs, balance (as center of mass shifts with arm 
movement), and focused attention. 
 

Hold Heaven and Earth 

• https://youtu.be/I4vGs4gg9B4  

Contribution: mobility in shoulders, arms, and wrists while breathing 
and relaxing.  Awareness for feet, legs, and body.  Integrates both 
sides of body. Gentle stretch to connective tissues along each side of 
body. 
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Tai Chi experience 
Gather chi from Earth and Flow (aka withdraw and push) 

– https://youtu.be/l2pdu89fExI  

Contribution: aligning center of gravity over  
base of support (bow stance) with soft knees and  
repeatedly shifting weight forward and back while moving  
arms and breathing. Bow stance is the foundation for many 
movements. 
. 

Butterfly 

– https://youtu.be/4iha4cVjqcw 

Contribution: Sequencing of movements, mobility in shoulders, 
balance while bending forward and returning to upright, mental focus 
and breathing. 

 

 

Bow Stance 
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Sources for Tai Chi movements in this presentation 

• The Eight Active Ingredients of Tai Chi Teacher Training 
with Peter Wayne. http://www.treeoflifetaichi.com/  

• Moving for Better Balance  http://taichibalance.org/  

• Tai Chi Fundamentals  http://taichihealth.com/  

• Local classes 

• Self Study 
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Thank you! 

For additional information, see resources at 

www.TailoredTaiChi.com  or email 

TaiChiOmaha@gmail.com  

Linda Gabriel, PhD, OTR/L 
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