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Abstract: The objective of this systematic review was to assess the evidence for the effectiveness of

internal qigong as a treatment option for pain conditions. Nineteen databases were searched

through to February 2009. Controlled clinical trials testing internal qigong in patients with pain of

any origin assessing clinical outcome measures were considered. Trials using any type of internal

qigong and control intervention were included. The selection of studies, data extraction, and validation

were performed independently by 2 reviewers. Four randomized clinical trials (RCTs) and 3 controlled

clinical trials met all inclusion criteria. One RCT suggested no significant difference for low back pain

compared with electromyographic biofeedback. Two RCTs failed to show effects of internal qigong in

neck pain compared with exercise therapy and waiting list control. One RCT suggested that qigong is

inferior to aerobic exercise in patients with fibromyalgia. There are few RCTs testing the effectiveness

of internal qigong in the management of pain conditions. Collectively, the existing trial evidence is not

convincing enough to suggest that internal qigong is an effective modality for pain management.

Perspective: This review of controlled clinical trials focused on the effects of internal qigong, a self-

directed energy healing intervention involving movement and meditation. Collectively, the existing

trial evidence is not convincing enough to suggest that internal qigong is an effective modality for

pain management. Future studies should be of high quality with particular emphasis on designing

an adequate control intervention.
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P
ain is the most common reason for seeking alterna-
tives to conventional medicine.1 Because it is often
difficult to adequately control and treat pain with-

out adverse effects, complementary medicine is more
frequently used by patients with more severe pain.1,10

Frequently used treatments are acupuncture, massage,
and mind-body therapies.1,10

Qigong (pronounced /chee-gong/) is an Asian healing
art that uses gentle, focused exercises for mind and
body to increase and restore the flow of qi energy with
the aim of encouraging and accelerating the healing
process.8 Internal and external qigong can be distin-
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guished. Internal qigong is self-directed and involves
the use of movements and meditation. It can be per-
formed with or without the presence of a teacher. Two
main aspects are involved in qigong practice: controlled
breathing with slow body movements as an aerobic exer-
cise and relaxation.8 External qigong is performed by
a trained practitioner using the hands and any part of
body to direct qi energy onto the patient. Usually, exter-
nal qigong is for the beginner and internal qigong for
the advanced practitioner.

Several reviews have been published on the effective-
ness and current status of research in qigong.4-6,15,21,22 A
systematic review of external qigong for treating pain re-
ported tentatively positive effects on pain.15 It is conceiv-
able that internal qigong might also be effective. To our
knowledge, no systematic review of the subject has yet
been published. The aim of this systematic review was
to summarize and critically evaluate the evidence for or
against the effectiveness of internal qigong as a treat-
ment option for pain conditions.
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Methods

Data Sources
We searched both Western and non-Western medical

databases extensively, imposing no language restrictions
on the references returned from these searches. The
following electronic databases were searched from
their respective inception through February 2009: Med-
line, AMED, British Nursing Index, CINAHL, EMBASE,
PsycInfo, The Cochrane Library 2009, Issue 1, 7 Korean
Medical Databases (Korean Studies Information, DBPIA,
KMbase, Korea Institute of Science and Technology
Information, Research Information Center for Health
Database, KoreaMed, and National Assembly Library)
and 4 Chinese Medical Databases (China Academic Jour-
nal, Century Journal Project, China Doctor/Master Disser-
tation Full text database, China Proceedings Conference
Full text database), and the Qigong and Energy Medicine
Database (Version 7.4, Qigong Institute, Melon Park,
CA). The search terms used were [qigong OR (chi ADJ
gong) OR (chi ADJ kung) OR (qi ADJ kung) OR (jih ADJ
gong) OR (qi ADJ gong) OR (Korean and Chinese terms
for qigong) AND pain]. Experts were contacted and
asked to contribute material, particularly unpublished
trials. In addition, the references of all located articles,
relevant published book chapters, and our departmental
files were hand-searched for further articles. Hardcopies
of all articles were obtained and read in full.

Study Selection
Prospective, controlled clinical trials of internal qigong

for pain of any origin experienced by human patients
were included. Trials comparing any type of internal
qigong with any type of control intervention were
included. We included trials that used internal qigong
as an adjunct to conventional treatment. Trials with
qigong as a part of a complex (mixed but not add-on) in-
tervention were excluded. Trials that used both internal
and external qigong were also excluded. Trials were ex-
cluded if pain was not a central symptom of the condition.

Data Extraction
Data were extracted independently by 2 of the authors

(M.S.L., M.H.P.), using a specifically designed data
extraction form. For each study, trial design, randomi-
zation, blinding and handling of dropouts, inclusion
and exclusion criteria, details of treatment and control
procedures, main outcome measures, and main results
were extracted. Discrepancies were resolved by discussion
between the 2 reviewers (M.S.L., M.H.P.), and, if needed,
by seeking the opinion of the third reviewer (E.E.). There
was no disagreement between the 2 reviewers during
the data extraction.

Study Quality and Validity Assessment
Major sources of bias in clinical trials of efficacy include

lack of proper randomization, lack of proper blinding,
and failure to account for all the patients entered into
a trial. The Oxford 5-point scoring system, Jadad
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score,12,19 uses 3 criteria. Taking into account that qigong
practitioners cannot be blinded to the treatment, we
used a modification of this scale. Points were awarded
for a maximum of 4 as follows: 1 point if the study was
described as randomized; 1 point for appropriate ran-
domization method; 1 point deducted if randomization
method was inappropriate; 1 point if the evaluator was
blinded to intervention; and 1 point for description of
withdrawals and dropouts.

Trial validity was assessed on the Oxford Pain Validity
Scale (OPVS). The OPVS was designed specially to exam-
ine issues regarding validity in pain trials and has been
described previously.23 It uses 8 criteria (16 points total)
to be applied to randomized trials. The criteria include
blinding, size, statistics, dropouts, credibility of statistical
significance and author’s conclusions, baseline measures,
and outcomes to examine whether the trial might be
considered valid or not.19

Results

Study Description
The literature searches revealed 358 articles, of which

351 studies had to be excluded (Figure 1). Excluded arti-
cles and their reasons for exclusion are summarized in
Appendix 1. Four randomized, controlled trials (RCTs)
and 3 controlled clinical trials (CCTs) met our inclusion cri-
teria; key data are listed in Table 1.13,14,16,24,25,29,30

Among the excluded trials were 2 RCTs7,27 in which
pain was not a central symptom of the condition, 3 other
RCTs2,17,18 that used qigong as part of a mixed interven-
tion, and 2 RCTs11,28 that used internal qigong together
with external qigong (the details of these excluded
RCTs were summarized in Appendix 2). One of the in-
cluded RCTs originated from Canada,30 1 from Ger-
many,25 1 from Australia,24 and 1 RCT from Sweden,14

whereas 2 CCTs were conducted in Korea13,29 and 1 CCT
in Taiwan.16 All of the included trials adopted a 2-armed
parallel group design. The treated conditions were low
back pain,30 neck pain,14,25 fibromyalgia,24 cancer
pain,16 labor pain,13 and shoulder pain.29 The subjective
outcome measures were 100-mm visual analogue
scales13,14,24,25,29 and Likert scales.16,30 The number of qi-
gong sessions ranged from 4 to about 24. The number of
supervised interventions ranged from 1 to 7 sessions
weekly with a duration of 15 to 60 minutes per session.

Study Quality
The methodological quality of the trials was variable

(range, 1 to 3 points; Table 1). Four RCTs14,24,25,30

described the methods of randomization but none
described assessor blinding. Sufficient details of drop-
outs and withdrawals were described in 3 RCT14,24,25

and 2 CCTs.13,29 Three trials14,24,25 mentioned that the
outcomes were analyzed by intention-to-treat analysis.
Three trials14,24,25 reported details about allocation con-
cealment, and all used adequate methods using sealed,
opaque envelopes. One RCTwas conducted with a group
size of less than 10.29 Scores for OPVS ranged from 6 to 11
(maximum of 16). Points were lost mostly for the lack of
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blinding or small sample size. Adverse events were as-
sessed in 2 RCTs.24,25 One RCT24 reported none, whereas
another RCT25 reported 5 adverse events by 4 patients in-
cluding nausea (qigong, 2; exercise, 1), aching muscles
(qigong, 2; exercise,2), and muscle tension (qigong, 1;
exercise, 2).

Outcomes
One RCT compared the effects of qigong on low back

pain with electromyographic biofeedback.30 Its results
suggested no significant pain reduction compared with
control. Two RCTs tested qigong in neck pain.14,25 Both
suggested no significant difference in pain relief
compared with exercise therapy14,25 and waiting-list
control.25 The other RCT assessed internal qigong for
treating symptoms of fibromyalgia compared with aero-
bic exercise and suggested that qigong is inferior to
aerobic exercise.24 One CCT16 suggested that qigong as
an adjunct to chemotherapy significantly reduced pain
compared with chemotherapy alone in breast cancer
patients. Two CCTs compared effects of qigong with
no-treatment control.13,29 One CCT29 showed favorable
effects of qigong on pain reduction in shoulder pain,
whereas a further CCT13 failed to do so in labor pain.

Discussion
Only few controlled trials have tested qigong for pain

reduction. The evidence from RCTs of internal qigong for
treating pain is far from convincing. Three RCTs14,25,30

tested the effectiveness of internal qigong compared

Publications identified (n =358)

Publications excluded after screening of title
and abstract (n =326)  

Not related  with qigong (n=129)
Not related  with pain (n=86)
Related to external qigong (n=60)
No clinical trials (n=41)
Duplicate publication(n=10)

Full text for further evaluation (n =32)

Excluded after obtaining the full text (n=25)

Uncontrolled study or case study (n=18)
RCTs but excluded (n=7)
  Reasons:
- Outcome measures not related to

pain condition (n=2)  
- Qigong as part of a mixed

intervention (n=5)  

Clinical  trials included in the systematic
review (n=7)  

RCTs (n=4)
CCTs (n=3)

Figure 1. Flowchart of trial selection process. RCT, randomized
clinical trial; CCT, non-RCT.
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with other active controls and showed no differences,
whereas 1 RCT in patients with fibromyalgia showed
effects in favor of aerobic exercise when compared
with internal qigong.24 Whether this reflects in part
equivalence of effects is as yet unclear. None of the
reviewed trials reported any adverse events. Overall,
our findings provide no convincing evidence that inter-
nal qigong is beneficial for pain management.

A standard scoring system was used to quantify the
likelihood of bias inherent in the studies, based on the
description of randomization, blinding, and with-
drawals. Blinding of patients who practice internal
qigong is impossible. However, assessor blinding could
have been performed by a person (not the patient
himself) who is unaware of the group assignment. All
assessed RCTs failed to include assessor blinding into
their trial design and therefore all contain a degree of
detection bias. Of the 4 RCTs,14,24,25,30 3 RCTs14,24,25

reported adequate concealment of treatment allocation.
Details of dropouts and withdrawals were described in 3
RCTs14,24,25 and 2 CCTs.13,29 Three RCTs14,24,25 used inten-
tion-to-treat analysis.

Various internal qigong regimens were compared with
a range of control interventions. Qigong did not show
superiority for patients with neck pain compared with
exercise therapy,14 which is likely to be beneficial treat-
ment for this condition.3 Another trial reported that qi-
gong failed to show superiority compared with both
exercise therapy and waiting-list control for the same
condition.25 For low back pain, an RCT30 tested qigong
consisting of breathing techniques and meditation com-
pared with electromyographic biofeedback. It failed to
show superiority of qigong. However, the sample size
of this RCT was small and may have caused a type II error.
A further RCT, which assessed qigong for fibromyalgia,
failed to show positive effects compared with aerobic
exercise. The other 3 CCTs are open to selection bias
which, in turn, would render any results uninterpretable.

In the absence of a sufficient number of controlled
clinical trials, other types of evidence might be helpful.
Uncontrolled trials and case reports imply that qigong
reduces pain of several conditions (Appendix 1).
Unfortunately, such data are highly susceptible to bias
and hence they provide little useful information on the
specific effects of qigong as therapeutic intervention
for pain management.

A combination of internal qigong with other therapies
may be more commonly used when treating patients
with pain conditions. Considering this type of trials, we
found 5 additional RCTs. One RCT2 tested the effective-
ness of qigong as a part of a treatment package in
patients with fibromyalgia, which failed to generate
significant differences compared with an education/sup-
port control. Another RCT18 suggested no significant
pain reduction compared with normal daily activity.
The third RCT17 compared qigong plus acupuncture
with acupuncture alone in migraine and reported signif-
icantly higher response rates. There are 2 RCTs that used
combinations of internal and external.11,28 One of these
studies28 compared internal qigong plus external qigong
with sham internal qigong and sham external qigong for
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ble 1. Key Data of Controlled Clinical Trials of Internal Qigong for Pain

FIRST AUTHOR

(YEAR) COUNTRY

CONDITION

AGE DISEASE DURATION

SAMPLE SIZE*

STUDY DESIGN QUALITY

SCORE,a [VALIDITY SCORE],b

ALLOCATION CONCEALMENT

INTERVENTION

(REGIMEN)
CONTROL

(REGIMEN)

PAIN

MEASUREMENT

METHODS M

uo (1983)30

Canada

Low back pain RCT, open

2, [6], n.r.

Qigong (breathing,

and relaxation with

tape instruction, 30

min, twice weekly for

2 wk, n = 8)

EMG biofeedback

(30 min, twice

weekly for 2 wk,

n = 8)

4-point

Likert-type

scale

Intergr

(ESRange, 23-71 y

Total 4 sessions

Within

Qigo

(ES

Biof

(ES

2 wk to 49 y

16/16

n Trott (2009)25

Germany

Neck pain RCT, open

3, [9],

adequate

Qigong (movement,

breathing, and

relaxation, 45 min,

24 sessions for

3 mo, n = 38)

(A) Exercise

(45 min, 24

sessions for

3 mo n = 39)

100-mm VAS Intergr

$55 y

Total 24 sessions (B) Waiting list

(n = 40)

Qigong

P =>6 mo

(ES = 0

Qigo

P =

117/117

(ES = 0

(A) v

P =
(ES = 0

Within

P =

Exercis

(ES

Waitin

(ES

nsinger (2007)14

Sweden

Neck pain RCT, open

3, [11],

adequate

Qigong (Biyan

method, 14 exercise,

movement, breathing,

and meditation, 60

min, 1 or 2 times

weekly for 3 mo, n =

60), plus

recommendation of

additional home

qigong exercise

Exercise (Individual

adjusted training

program, resistant

training plus

stretching, 60 min, 1

or 2 times weekly

for 3 mo, n = 62)

100-mm VAS Intergr

(ESRange,18-65 yrs

Total 10-12 sessions

Total 10-12 sessions

Within

repo

effe

>3 mo

122/122
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FIRST AUTHOR

(YEAR) COUNTRY

CONDITION

AGE DISEASE DURATION

SAMPLE SIZE*

STUDY DESIGN QUALITY

SCORE,a [VALIDITY SCORE],b

ALLOCATION CONCEALMENT

INTERVENTION

(REGIMEN)
CONTROL

(REGIMEN)

PAIN

MEASUREMENT

METHODS

Stephens (2008)24

Australia

Fibromyalgia RCT, open

3, [7],

adequate

Qigong (movement,

18 posture routine,

30 min, once weekly

supervised session

and twice weekly

unsupervised sessions

using a video

program, n = 16)

Aerobic exercise

(structured aerobic

program of cardio-

dance and boxing

movement, 30 min,

once weekly

supervised session and

twice weekly

unsupervised sessions

using a video

program, n = 14)

100-mm VAS in

C-HAQ

In

Range, 8-18 y

W

n.r.

Q

30/30

A

Lee (2006)16

Taiwan

Breast cancer CCT

0, [N/A],

n.r.

Qigong (movement,

15-60 min, once

daily for 21 d, n = 35),

plus chemotherapy

(n.r.)

Chemotherapy

(n.r., n = 32)

5-point

Likert type

scale

In

Qigong: 44 y (mean),

Control: 49 y

(mean)

Total 21 sessions

W

n.r.

67/67

Jeong (2006)13

Korea

Labor pain CCT

1, [N/A],

n.r.

Qigong (movement,

and meditation, 60

min, 2 times weekly

for 4 wk, n = 36)

No treatment

(n = 40)

100-mm VAS In
20-35 y (range)

Total 8 sessions

WN/A

76/60

Youn (2005)29

Korea

Shoulder pain CCT

1, [N/A],

n.r.

Qigong (breathing,

and movement, 45

min, 3 times weekly

for 6 wk, n = 28)

No treatment

(n = 22)

100-mm VAS In
n.r., n.r.

Total 24 sessions

W
50/45

aQuality score: Jadad score (max, 4); bValidity score: Oxford Pain Validity Scale; ES, effect size; C-HAQ, Childhood Health Assessment Questionnaire; EMG, electromyogram; N

VAS, visual analogue scale; *(randomized/analyzed). yWe could not calculate the ES because the value was expressed as median and ranges.



complex regional pain syndrome. Its results failed to
show analgesic effects of real qigong. The second RCT
suggested significant pain reduction compared with
waiting-list control in patients with fibromyalgia.11

The fact that, overall, there is no good trial evidence is
in line with 2 different interpretations. Either qigong is
ineffective or it was not administered optimally. For in-
stance, the number of treatment sessions could have
been too small to generate a significant effect, or the
type of qigong or the applied protocol might not have
been suitable for treating pain conditions. There are sig-
nificant differences between the numerous forms of qi-
gong,4 which poses difficulties in establishing quality
standards of treatment. A clear description of the qigong
intervention used should be provided together with
a description of the level of expertise of the instructors.
Another possible interpretation may be that qigong
exercise was mostly created for general health and
well-being, not as a therapy to reduce pain.

Limitations of our systematic review, and indeed
systematic review in general, pertain to the potential
incompleteness of the evidence reviewed.9,20 In this re-
view there were no restrictions in terms of publication
language, and a large number of databases were
searched. We are therefore confident that our search
strategy has located all relevant data on the subject.
Further limitations include the paucity and the often sub-
optimal quality of the primary data. One should note,
however, that design features such as placebo or blinding
are difficult to incorporate in studies of qigong and that
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