
Chapter 5.  Moving the Body: Energy & 
Flexibility 

Lack of activity destroys the good condition of every human being 
while movement and methodical physical exercise saves and 
preserves it.   

―Attributed to Plato 

This chapter is the first of a series of chapters focusing on the “Areas of Proactive Self-
Care.”  These are the eight smaller circles that make up the Self-Care Circle, which is (not by 
accident) the largest circle within the Circle of Health.  The eight self-care chapters of this 
reference guide, Chapters 5-12, summarize research findings related to how each area of 
self-care contributes to well-being.  These chapters provide general tips as well as specific 
“Whole Health Tools” designed to support Veterans and their care teams as they 
incorporate these important areas into Personal Health Plans (PHPs). 

In 2018, the VA Office of Patient Centered Care and Cultural Transformation (OPCC&CT) 
created skill-building courses for Veterans, one for each of the eight areas of self-care.  The 
skill-building courses are designed to get Veterans thinking about options and to encourage 
them to zero in on specific options, or “subtopics” to incorporate into their PHPs. Figure 5-1 
lists the Moving the Body subtopics.  Note that there is a “Make One Small Change” circle 
that leaves room for creativity and flexibility, if Veterans do not see an option that interests 
them.  There is also a subtopic circle focused on getting professional support (i.e., “Work 
with an Expert”).  The Resources section of Chapter 1 describes how to access the skill-
building course materials. 

 
Figure 5-1.  Subtopics within the Moving the Body Circle of Self-Care 

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/docs/PHP-WalletCard-May22-fillable-508.pdf


Two subtopics specific to Moving the Body, personal activity plans and mindful movement, 
are discussed later in this chapter as Whole Health tools.  It is helpful for people to track 
their progress with apps or monitoring devices, which are now widely available.  Several 
are mentioned in the resources list at the end of this chapter.  Mindful movement 
approaches—namely, yoga and tai chi/qi gong—are now covered services by the VA (as 
discussed in Chapter 14), and live and online instruction is increasingly available.  In 
addition, Veterans should be encouraged make good use of the experts at their sites, 
including physical, occupational, and recreational therapists. 

Benefits of Movement and Activity 

Physical activity levels continue to decline worldwide.  Physical inactivity contributes to at 
least 6-10% of the chronic national disease burden and premature mortality.i  Moving the 
Body is one of the most common areas of self-care people choose to focus on in their PHPs, 
and for good reason: physical activity has a profound impact on health.  The Exercise is 
Medicine website, developed by the American College of Sports Medicine, asks a simple 
questionii:  

What if there was one prescription that could prevent and treat dozens of diseases, 
such as diabetes, hypertension, and obesity?  Would you prescribe it for your 
patients?  Certainly. 

Physical activity is that prescription, and there are not many health conditions it cannot 
benefit.  To cite some important examples, the vast body of research in this area has shown 
the followingiii,iv,v: 

Physical activity lowers all-cause mortality and increases life span. 
It improves quality of life. 
It slows the negative effects of aging (even when initiated late in life). 
It reduces fatigue and helps regulate sleep. 
It promotes brain cell growth and enhances mental function, attention, memory, and 

processing speed.  It improves executive function and academic performance. 
It reduces dementia risk. 
It improves mental health, including decreasing anxietyvi and depression.vii  It also helps 

with ADHD and is likely to help with substance use disorderviii and bipolar 
disorderix as well. 

It reduces pain, including chronic pain, low back pain, osteoarthritis pain, and 
musculoskeletal pain.  It also improves global well-being and quality of life in 
fibromyalgia. 

Level of physical activity correlates with better postoperative outcomes.x 
It helps prevent or treat many other chronic health problems, including: 

o Cardiovascular disease and other circulatory disorders, like claudication.  It 
counteracts the negative cardiac effects of stress.xi 

o Cancer (e.g., colon, breast, and renal) 
o Type 1 and type 2 diabetes 
o Hypertension 
o Obesity 

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/


o Abnormal lipid (cholesterol) profiles 
o Osteoporosis 
o Stroke prevention and recovery 
o Multiple sclerosis 
o COPD and obstructive sleep apnea 
o Pulmonary hypertension 
o Heart failure 
o Renal failure (especially regarding blood pressure) 
o Psoriasis 
o Erectile dysfunction 

It can help people with spinal cord injury, when tailored appropriately. 
It favorably alters gene expression and helps maintain telomeres.xii 
It changes the gut microbiome in a positive way. 
It improves overall performance, range of motion, and muscular strength and 

endurance (as everyone knows). 
Studies are discussed in more detail in the “Moving the Body” overview. 

Some General Physical Activity-Related Tips 

When you are thinking of incorporating Moving the Body into the PHP (and it is one of the 
most commonly discussed aspects of the Circle of Health), keep the following in mindiii:  

Focus on activity over “exercise.”  Remember that Moving the Body involves more 
than just "exercise.”  Exercise refers to structured and repeated activity with a 
specific intent.  Some people prefer exercise, but many prefer to incorporate Moving 
the Body with less regimented activities, like walking in a park, gardening, or 
playing with a pet or child.   

Go beyond activity at work.  Some people argue they get their exercise through their 
work.  Most recommendations suggest that what really matters is “leisure time” 
physical activity, i.e., the activity that happens outside of working hours.  Of course, 
using the stairs at work or walking at lunch or any number of extra activities during 
the workday can be counted.  

Consider sports.  A 2016 analysis of data for over 80,000 people found that all-cause 
mortality decreased markedly for people who participated in various sports.  
Hazard ratios were 0.85 for cycling, 0.72 for swimming, 0.53 for racquet sports, and 
0.73 for aerobics.xiii 

Counsel about the risks of being sedentary, too.  Just as exercise is beneficial in 
many ways, the opposite is also true; being inactive is an independent risk for health 
problems.  Many recent studies have shown that time spent being inactive is a 
health risk itself, even if a person exercises regularly.xiv  In fact, if a person exercises 
but otherwise sits most of the time, their likelihood of mortality is about 20% higher 
than if they are active about half the time during the day. 

Remember that, while movement is important, there is more to it.  It is good to think 
about other aspects of Moving the Body when you make recommendations.  Many 
PHPs will incorporate not only aerobic activity, but also strength training and 

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/overviews/moving-the-body.asp


flexibility.  Balance, dexterity, range of motion, and ability to perform daily tasks 
should also be considered. 

Respect disabilities.  For some Veterans, Moving the Body may mean more effectively 
using prosthetics or wheelchairs, management of contractures, or the care of a 
paralyzed limb. 

Every bit counts.  In most of the research, any activity is better than none.  Even a few 
minutes a day can have benefits.xv 

Use local talent.  That is, make good use of physical and occupational therapists.  In the 
VA, recreational therapists can also be valuable members of the Whole Health team. 

Encourage self monitoring.  Tracking progress using activity monitors, phone apps, 
wearables, and other devices is known to have health benefits, e.g., for 
cardiovascular disease.xvi  Refer to the Resource list at the end of this chapter for 
examples. 

Emphasize safety.  Activity tends to be quite safe if tailored to the individual, but there 
are some risks to certain patient populations.

xviii

xvii  One study noted 1/100,000 
marathoners are at risk for sudden cardiac deaths.   It is also important to watch 
for the female athlete triad of disordered eating, amenorrhea, and osteoporosis.xix  
Note that 6-30% of military trainees have been noted to be injured monthly with 
training.xx  In general, probably 1% of people who do moderate or intense exercise 
are injured each month.xxi  The key is to tailor the routine and to have people remain 
mindfully aware of what their body is telling them when they are active.  

Focus on more than the health benefits.  A 2019 review of 39 papers indicated that 
older adults are more likely to exercise if they are reminded to consider “the wider 
set of goals and aspirations which are of greater personal importance” to them.xxii 

Questions to Ask About Moving the Body  

The first step when it comes to incorporating areas of self-care is to ask the most helpful 
questions you can.  Consider some of the following:  

What kind of relationship do you have with your body? 
What activities do you enjoy? 
How have your activities benefited you? 
Does the word “exercise” make you cringe or feel guilty? 
Is exercising something you enjoy? 
How active have you been in the past 30 days? 
Are you doing any strengthening activities? 
What do you do to maintain or improve your flexibility? 
Have you ever used a pedometer or other technology (phone applications, etc.) to 

support your physical activities? 
How is your balance? 

To determine where someone would like to go with Moving the Body, there are some 
mindful awareness practices that can help.  Chapter 4 includes a “Body Scan” Whole Health 
tool that offers guidance to sequentially bring awareness to different parts of the body.  You 
can also try a Mindful Movement exercise, as outlined on the next page.  



 Whole Health Tool: Mindful Movement 

This practice asks you to bring awareness to places in the body where we tend to carry 
stress, observing how it feels to invite these areas to soften.  It offers a chance to explore 
what goes on with your body. 

1. Find a comfortable seated position.   

2. Take 5 slow deep breaths.  Feel the rise of the abdomen as you inhale, and the fall of 
the abdomen as you exhale.   

3. Relax and release the jaw. 

Bring awareness to the left aspect of the jaw.  Is this area tense, relaxed, or neutral?  
You may notice that the upper and lower teeth on the left are clenched together.  

Separating them brings awareness and relaxation to the jaw.   
Note the status of the right jaw and separate the teeth to facilitate relaxation.   
Take a slow, deep breath, and observe how it feels to have the back teeth separated, 

and the jaw relaxed. 
Relax and release the neck. 

Bring awareness to your neck, noting whether the neck feels tense, relaxed, or 
neutral.   

Hold your neck in a neutral position, looking straight ahead, with the back of the 
neck lengthened, and the chin slightly tucked. 

Turn your head to look over your right shoulder.  Take one deep breath before 
returning to neutral. 

Repeat, looking to the left. 
Raise your chin so that intersection of the wall with the ceiling comes into view.  

Take 1 deep breath before returning to neutral. 
Lower the chin as far toward the chest as possible without straining.  Take 1 deep 

breath before returning to neutral.   
Bring the right ear down toward the right shoulder, leaving the shoulder relaxed.  

Take 1 deep breath before returning to neutral.   
Repeat on the left side. 
Take a slow, deep breath, and observe how it feels to have the neck relaxed. 

Relax and release the shoulders. 

Bring awareness to the shoulders, noting whether the shoulders feel tense, relaxed, 
or neutral.   

Raise the shoulders toward the ears.  Inhale deeply and allow the shoulders to relax 
down with the exhalation.   

Roll the shoulders forward 3 times. 
Roll the shoulders backward 3 times.  
Allow the shoulders to come to rest in a relaxed, neutral position.   
Take a slow, deep breath, and observe how it feels to have the shoulders relaxed. 



Take 5 slow, deep breaths.  Feel the rise of the abdomen as you inhale, and the fall of the 
abdomen as you exhale. 

Maintain your awareness of the jaw, the neck, and the shoulders throughout your daily 
activities, and repeat this exercise whenever you feel tension building in these areas.  
This will help keep you tuned in to your moment-to-moment somatic experience, as 
well as encourage relaxation. 

You can also take this exercise to the next level.  Take an activity you do frequently, like 
walking, and do it very slowly.  Focus on one area of your body, like your feet, for a period 
of time.  Then shift your awareness to other places—calves, knees, thighs, hamstrings, and 
so on. 

  



 Whole Health Tool: Writing an Activity Prescription 

What Is It? 
An activity prescription is a variation on an exercise prescription.  The overall concept is 
the same, with the acknowledgement that the term ‘activity’ is less daunting than ‘exercise’ 
for some people.  A variety of team members can assist with writing them.  Keep safety in 
mind (as discussed below), and honor scope of practice. 

This tool is about as individualized as they come, because it is really a framework for 
tailoring a plan for Moving the Body to a given individual.  When a clinician writes out a 
prescription (remember when they actually did it with pen and paper?) there is a power to 
that ceremony.  Writing an exercise prescription can take advantage of that same power.   

How It Works 
The clinician uses a template outlining key aspects of activity.  The more specific, the better.  
The goals are: 

1. Come up with a specific activity that they are likely to enjoy. 
2. Help them have a clear sense of why the activity is important to them. 
3. Be clear about the specifics.  Think of the power of SMART goals, as discussed in 

Chapter 3.  “I will walk outside more” is not sufficient.  Rather, it is best if it is more 
like this: “I will walk outside with my partner for 30 minutes in the evenings, every 
Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday, until I check back in with my doctor in 3 
months.” 

4. In the spirit of Motivational Interviewing, always check back with them regarding 
how they rate their plan on both the “Importance” and “Confidence” rulers 
(introduced in Chapter 3) and explore how both ratings can be increased, if 
necessary.   

How to Use It 
Create a form or template similar to the one on the next page.  Ask about all the items in the 
FITT acronym.  FITT stands forxxiii  

Frequency—how many times a week (or day) 
Intensity—low, moderate, or intense.  A good rule of thumb is if you are doing the 

activity, and you can talk but not sing, it is moderate exercise.  Heart rate will go up, 
and a person will break a sweat.  If they are interested in more vigorous activity, 
remember the general rule of trying to keep maximum heart rate at around 85% of 
the number a person gets when they subtract their age from 220.  For example, for a 
60-year old man, 220-60=160, and 85% of 160 is a target maximal heart rate of 136.  
Only focus on heart rate if they are not taking medications that slow their rate, like 
beta blockers. 

Type of activity—walking, swimming, yoga, etc. 
Time—how many minutes each activity session will be.  Remember that, while there is 

some variation, many guidelines continue to recommend a total of 150 minutes per 
week.xxiv  Tailor it to each person.  For instance, if someone has fibromyalgia or 
severe fatigue, they can still benefit from even a few minutes of exercise each day.xxv 



Some recommendations for osteoarthritis suggest starting out at 20-minute 
intervals at first.xxvi 

If a patient is in a place where they are comfortable with taking it a step farther, you may 
also add in other elements of activity to consider.  You could do additional 
recommendations (or even write new activity prescriptions) for an aerobic activity and 
resistance training or flexibility.  You might specifically frame the prescription in terms of 
balance or improving function with a specific task.  It is good to write the prescription out 
on a prescription pad: 

 

If they choose to do strength training, they might consider doing 8-10 different exercises, 
with 8-12 repetitions each.  Weights are moved slowly and steadily.  If the last repetition is 
no longer difficult, it is time to increase the weight.  Most people alternate resistance 
training with aerobic exercise.  Start gently and be sure to use good technique.   

If a person does flexibility training, they should remember to avoid bouncing; muscles 
should be lengthened slowly and gradually.  Stretching can accompany any activity, both 
before and after.  Remind people not to hold their breath when they stretch.  Stretching can 
be a great mindful awareness activity.  (Refer to the discussion of Progressive Muscle 
Relaxation in Chapter 12.) 

When to Use It 
This is a recommendation that truly can be part of nearly everyone’s Personal Health Plan 
(PHP).  Be mindful of risk.  Veterans, in particular, tend to be “people of action” and helping 
them tune in to this aspect of their health can lead to positive outcomes for any number of 
conditions.   

What to Watch Out for (Harms)xxvii 
Keep safety in mind.  Ensure patients are cleared by their primary care provider 

before they start a new activity program, as appropriate.  Always consider whether 
they need to be evaluated in terms of heart disease risk. 

Remind them to tune into their bodies and start any new activity gently.   
Be attuned to fall risk and be sure they have any assistive devices (canes, braces, 

walkers) they might need. 

Activity Prescription for __________________________ Date: _______________ 

 

Activity: 

 

How many days a week I will do it: 

 

         

 

     



Tuning into the body more can be difficult at first if people have a lot of pain or 
tend to “check out” of their bodies because of a history of trauma.  In such cases, it 
may be helpful to enlist the assistance of a mental health professional. 

Tips from Your Whole Health Colleagues 
Bring in all your Motivational Interviewing skills.  Be collaborative, respectful, and 

open-minded. 
It can be helpful to talk about warming up and cooling down (5-10 minutes before 

and after sessions). 
Consider providing them with a handout that illustrates how to stretch.  Refer to the 

Whole Health tool, “Improving Flexibility.” 
Encourage balance as a guiding principle. 
When you focus on physical activity, take time, if appropriate, to talk with Veterans 

about both self-image and their perceptions of what their body is capable of. 
Bring in mindful self-awareness.  What do they feel or think when the word “exercise” 

is brought up?  Physical activity can be a way of understanding the body better.  
Yoga, tai chi, and other exercises can help a person develop greater insight into their 
mind-body connection.  If people are resistant to activity, it may help to begin an 
activity session with a mindful awareness exercise that brings awareness to the 
body, such as a body scan or walking meditation. 

Whole Health Coaches and Whole Health Partners can be very helpful as someone 
tries to incorporate a new routine. 

It can be helpful to make use of personal trainers, if that is an option. 
Take advantage of free smartphone apps, such as “The 7 Minute Workout” or the “30 

Day Squat Challenge.”  There are apps tailored to different types of activity, like 
cycling, running, and weight training. 

There are many variants of activity and exercise prescription templates out there.  
Find one that suits your practice or develop a template of your own. 

People are more likely to stick with a program if it integrates well into their daily lives. 
Taking exercise classes can be a great way to enhance a person’s connections with 

others. 
Model and disclose your own healthy behaviors, as you deem appropriate. 
Encourage them to make activity enjoyable.  Fun is an important element. 

Many clinicians are not as familiar with yoga, tai chi, and qi gong as they are with other 
forms of exercise.  The rest of this chapter will focus on these approaches to working your 
body.  Note that “Moving the Body” also features Pilates, walking, and running as other 
interventions to consider. 

For additional information, refer to the Whole Health tool, “Prescribing Movement.” 

  

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/improving-flexibility.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/overviews/moving-the-body.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/prescribing-movement.asp


 Whole Health Tool: Incorporating Yoga 

What Is Yoga? 
Some people can remember a time before yoga studios could be found on almost every 
street corner in the United States, but yoga has been around for millennia.  It is an ancient 
system of contemplative practice that originated in India over 5,000 years ago.  Most 
people associate yoga with hatha yoga and other body-oriented practices (like Bikram, 
Vinyasa Flow, and Iyengar yoga).  These forms of yoga incorporate various asanas, or 
physical postures.  There are many other types of yoga as well, including jnana 
(knowledge), karma (action), and bhakti (devotion).  One of the main purposes of yoga as 
originally practiced was to foster greater mindful awareness, to help people achieve states 
of “higher consciousness.”xxviii  In fact, it is often referred to as a “science of mind.”  The 
word yoga originates from the Sanskrit yug which means union; it was intended to 
effectively connect mind and body. 

As of 2015, 9.5% of U.S. adults (21 million) had practiced yoga, up from 6.1% in 2007.xxix  
According to the 2012 National Health Interview Survey,xxx 94% of those who practice yoga 
reported doing it for wellness reasons.  85% reported reduced stress, 55% reported 
improved sleep, 25% cut back or quit smoking, and 12% cut back or quit drinking alcohol. 

How Yoga Works 
There are many theories about why yoga is beneficial.  Of course, it is a form of physical 
activity, and many of its benefits probably occur through the same means as they do for 
other forms of physical activity; some studies find comparable benefits for yoga compared 
to other forms of physical activity.

xxxii

xxxiii xxxiv

xxxvi

xxxvii

xxxi  In addition, yoga has some novel effects.  It increases 
mindfulness traits  and decreases stress levels (especially, according to current studies, 
in the workplace).   It shifts brain waves to more relaxed, focused patterns  and 
favorably shifts neurotransmitter balance.xxxv  It also reduces levels of the stress hormone, 
cortisol,  and it acts on the medial pain perception system of the brain to produce 
analgesia.  

How to Use Yoga 
For beginners, it is perhaps best to do yoga in a classroom environment, or to have some 
personalized training with a certified trainer.  It can help to start with assistive devices like 
yoga blocks and straps. 

Who Can Use Yoga 
Honoring a person’s physical (and mental) health conditions, yoga can be used by most 
people.  There are entire yoga courses designed for people with wheelchairs.  

When to Use Yoga 
It is not easy to summarize findings from yoga studies, because they focus on different 
forms of yoga and a variety of different asanas (postures).  Some styles will integrate 
breathing and meditation and is then difficult to determine the relative effects of these 
different elements.  Teachers may have different styles.  Some will individualize yoga 



routines, while others will teach large classes that follow a specific set of asanas that 
everyone moves through together.  

While more research is needed, yoga has been found to have a wide array of benefits, 
including the following, as summarized by Shahiii and Fieldxxxviii (and others, if noted): 

Overall Well-Being 
Reduces levels of inflammatory biomarkers in multiple different chronic diseasesxxxix 
Improves spinal mobility, flexibility, and muscle endurance 
Benefits functional status and fall prevention, including for those with a history of 

traumatic brain injury, stroke, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, or multiple sclerosisxl 
Activates the parasympathetic nervous system and improves heart rate variabilityxli 
Improves emotional well-being, quality of life, and cognitive function 

Physical Diagnoses Where Yoga Research Has Found Benefit 
Cardiovascular disease, including improvement of cholesterol panelsxlii  
Type 2 diabetesxliii and glucose balance.xliv  Reduces body mass index (BMI) and 

emotional eating 
Hypertension (high blood pressure)xlv 
Nonspecific low back pain.  A 2017 Cochrane review noted low to moderate evidence of 

small to moderate improvements.xlvi  
Neck pain (intensity, function, range of motion, quality of life, mood)xlvii  
Headaches 
Arthritis in general, osteoarthritis of the knee, and other rheumatic diseasesxlviii 
Sleep 
Menopausal symptomsxlix  
Sexual function 
COPDl and asthma 
Adjunctive care for breast cancer 
Neurological problems like multiple sclerosis, epilepsy, Parkinson’s disease, 

Alzheimer’s disease, and neuropathyli 
Cancer-related toxicities (fatigue, cognitive impairment, distress, sleep problems)lii 

Mental Health Benefits of Yoga 
We know that physical activity in its many forms is beneficial to mental health.  Research 
indicates that yoga has these benefits, and perhaps others that are linked to something 
beside the exercise benefit. 

Yoga showed promise for improving positive mental health indicators in most of the 14 
studies covered by a 2018 systematic review.xxviii  Indicators included life 
satisfaction, mindfulness (self-awareness), affect, self-compassion, forgiveness, 
gratitude, goal setting, optimism, sand resilience, among others.  

A 2017 review found potential benefit for yoga for short-term depressive symptoms, 
but evidence for anxiety and PTSD is inconclusive.liii  

A 2013 review also found benefit for mood disorders.liv   
A 2013 review concluded only a weak recommendation could be made for yoga as an 

adjunctive therapy for PTSD.lv   
Yoga improves quality of life in people with schizophrenia, possibly through boosting 

oxytocin levels.lvi 



The effects of yoga interventions are typically found to be equal to or superior to other 
forms of exercise in studies that make comparisons, lviiilvii,  and there may be ways that yoga 
is superior to usual exercise for particular aspects of health.lviilvii, lix  Preliminary data 
demonstrates that yoga practice is associated with increased mindfulness-related traitslx 
and decreased stress levels.xxxii  

In addition to participating in classes where everyone is doing the same asanas (poses), a 
person may also work with a yoga therapist for a personalized approach.  Yoga Therapy, 
also known as therapeutic yoga, is focused specifically on healing.  It first arose within 
Ayurveda, the traditional medicine of India.  Most yoga research does not differentiate 
between therapeutic yoga and other forms, but it is gaining in popularity.  According to VA 
tracking data, 84% of VA sites are now offering yoga (not including community care). 

What to Watch Out for (Harms) 
Generally, adverse events due to yoga were found to have a 12-month prevalence of 4.6% 
and a lifetime prevalence of 21%, but serious events are rare (<2% of injuries).lxi  
Headstands, shoulder stands, and the lotus position (crossing the legs with both feet 
resting on top of the thighs) seem to be the most problematic when not done properly.  Hot 
yoga classes, which involve vigorous movement in hot, humid rooms, are linked to more 
adverse events.  The same protocols should be followed with yoga as for engaging in any 
new form of physical activity; if there are other health conditions that may pose risks, a 
clinician should sign off prior to someone’s starting yoga. 

Tips from Your Whole Health Colleagues 
Try yoga for yourself before you make recommendations that others use it. 
Ask around your community to learn which yoga teachers are most highly 

recommended.   
Seek out teachers certified with the Yoga Alliance.  They will have Registered Yoga 

Teacher (RYT) as a title after their name.   
It is not advised to learn yoga exclusively through books or audiovisual media.  An in-

person teacher is preferable. 
Consider Yoga Therapy for sicker or more debilitated patients.  Many of the best 

therapists have a background in health care. 
While it may be classed as a way to “Move the Body,” yoga also aligns with other 

parts of the Circle of Health.  It cultivates mindful awareness, invokes the power of 
the mind, can become a spiritual practice, and, because it is often taught in a 
classroom venue, it can foster social connections.  If one broadens yoga practice to 
include other areas beyond the yoga poses, they will be encouraged to eat a healthy 
diet and explore their overall personal development in new ways as well. 

The VA and other groups are actively exploring ways to teach yoga via 
TeleWholeHealth,lxii which will likely make it more accessible in the future to 
people who are homebound or living in rural areas. 
  



 Whole Health Tool: Incorporating Tai Chi and Qi Gong 

What Are Tai Chi and Qi Gong? 
Tai chi, also known as t’ai chi ch’uan, is an ancient Chinese martial art, recognized widely in 
modern times by its slow graceful gestures and flowing movements.  Tai chi is a form or 
expression of qi gong, and some even argue that research about the two should not be 
treated separately, but rather as a unified whole.  Key features of tai chi include 
mindfulness, use of imagery (tai chi moves are based on using images as learning strategy), 
structural alignment, flexibility, relaxation, rhythmic breathing, social support, and 
integration of body, mind, and spirit.lxiii 

Qi gong is a broader term.  It is often applied to practices of movement that have many 
similarities to tai chi, but it traditionally encompasses more than that.  Qi gong translates to 
“cultivation of vital energy.”  Working with that energy (qi or chi) can take many forms, 
including movements and other activities intended to improve chi flow.  External qi gong 
involves a practitioner directing the flow of chi; it is perhaps better classed as an energy 
medicine (biofield) therapy rather than as a movement-based one.   

How Tai Chi and Qi Gong Work 
Tai chi and qi gong are said to work through a number of mechanisms.

lxvii

lxiv  As with any types 
of movement, they can improve strength, range of motion, and overall physical function.  
Benefits for fall prevention are likely due to improvements in strength and balance.  They 
also boost immunitylxv and reduce chronic inflammation.lxvi  Both can also be considered 
forms of movement meditation; as such, they likely have benefit in terms of mindful 
awareness and the mind-body connection.  Proponents of energy medicine also suggest 
that they enhance subtle energy (qi) movement, which can positively influence health in 
many ways.  Tai chi is also known to have beneficial effects on brain function in 
neuroimaging studies.    

How to Use Them 
Tai chi and qi gong are often taught in a classroom format.  As is the case for yoga, it is best 
for beginners to start in a class format to ensure safety and good technique.  People can 
learn a variety of forms.  They should start with the basics and then advance over time. 

Who Can Use Tai Chi and Qi Gong 
2.5 million people practice tai chi in the U.S., and 500,000 more do qi gong.xxix  It is 
particularly popular within elderly populations.  If fall risk and range of motion are 
respected, tai chi can be tailored to almost anyone; wheelchair tai chi is popular at several 
VA facilities.lxviii  Tai chi and qi gong are offered in 82% of VA facilities (not counting 
community care). 

When to Use Them 
There are a number of studies of the health benefits of tai chi and qi gong.iii,lxvi ,lxix,lxx  
Remember, as is the case with many complementary approaches, these therapies are 
intended to benefit overall quality of life, not necessarily as a cure for any one problem or 
illness.   



Tai chi increases overall well-being and improves sleep.lxvi  
For tai chi, some of the strongest evidence relates to the elderly, particularly for fall 

prevention (it reduces falls by 43-50%). lxxii

lxxiii

lxxi,   It also helps to reduce fear of falling.  
It also benefits balance in people who have had strokes.  

Tai chi benefits mobility and balance and disease progression in people with 
Parkinson’s disease.lxxiv

lxxvi

lxxvii

  Tai chi improves osteoarthritis pain and is recommended 
by the American College of Rheumatology for osteoarthritis of the hip, hand, and 
knee.lxxv  Data is limited regarding tai chi for rheumatoid arthritis  but promising 
for fibromyalgia.  

Tai chi supports cardiac rehabilitation after myocardial infarction.lxxviii lxxix,   There is a 
small to medium treatment effect for improvements in BMI.lxxx 

Tai chi improves cognitive function.lxxxi   
Tai chi promotes general mental well-being.lxxxii  It reduces the prevalence and severity 

of depression.lxxxii  
Tai chi lowers heart rate, blood pressure, and cholesterol levels.   
Preliminary research shows promise for preventing and treating osteoporosis.lxxxiii   
It can also improve glucose management and hemoglobin A1C in type 2 

diabetes.lxxxiv lxxxv,  
A recent review found tai chi shows promise for reducing fatigue.lxxxvi  
More research is needed regarding tai chi and its effects on chronic pain.lxxxvii   
A 2018 study found that tai chi is equivalent to pulmonary rehabilitation when it comes 

to outcomes for patients with COPD.lxxxviii   
Data is less clear regarding tai chi for chronic heart failure and hypertension.  
Qi gong has not been studied as extensively, but it shows promise for helping people 

with cancer with managing their symptoms and improving physical ability, 
functional ability, depression, anxiety, and balance.lxxxix  More study is needed.   

The next page features the Evidence Map of Tai Chi which is based on a 2014 compilation 
of systematic review data by VA Health Services Research and Development (HSR&D).  
Each circle represents a different condition.  The farther right a circle is, the greater the 
effect of the therapy.  The higher up on the Y-axis, the larger the literature size.  It includes 
additional health conditions not mentioned in the list in this section.  

What to Watch Out for (Harms) 
Tai chi and qi gong both seem to be quite safe, when used under the guidance of a skilled 
teacher.  Both have enough of an aerobic component to merit the same cautions that would 
apply to other aerobic activities, though they can be tailored for different people’s needs.iii  

Tips on Tai Chi and Qi Gong from Your Colleagues 
Many VA facilities have classes available.  If they do not, look around for classes and 

teachers in your community.  Some health clubs have classes, as do many 
university settings.  You can find an instructor on the American Tai Chi and Qigong 
Association website.   

Try taking classes yourself, so that you can speak more knowledgably to others.  
While there is less research on other martial arts, it is reasonable to assume that they 

can have similar benefits to tai chi. 

http://www.americantaichi.org/
http://www.americantaichi.org/


Evidence Map of Tai Chilxx   

 

The full image of the Evidence Map for Tai Chi can be accessed online. 

A list of all VA Health Services Research & Development evidence maps can be  
found at: 

 ORD website search results of all evidence maps 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK253198/figure/results.f2/?report=objectonly
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/search.cfm?query=evidence+maps


Moving the Body Resources 

Websites 
VA Whole Health and Related Sites 

A Patient Centered Approach To: Working Your Body.  Part of the components of Health 
and Well-Being Video Series. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4zdzDAorbA&feature=youtu.be  

Veterans Whole Health Education Handouts.  
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/veteran-handouts/index.asp 

o An Introduction to Working the Body  
o Get Moving: Adding Physical Activity into Your Routine  
o An Introduction to Yoga for Whole Health  
o Introduction to Tai Chi and Qi Gong for Whole Health  

Integrative Health Coordinating Center SharePoint on Tai Chi/Qi Gong.   
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/professional-resources/Tai_Chi.asp 

CIH Listservs.  To be added, contact:  
o Tai Chi/Qi Gong listserv: vhatai-chi-community-of-

practice@DVAGOV.onmicrosoft.com  
o Yoga listerv: vhava-yoga@DVAGOV.onmicrosoft.com  

National CIH Subject Matter Experts, as of FY2020 
o Tai Chi/Qi Gong: Kavitha Reddy Kavitha.Reddy@va.gov; or Alison Whitehead.  

Alison.Whitehead@va.gov 
o Yoga: Alison Whitehead. Alison.Whitehead@va.gov 

Evidence Map of Yoga for High-Impact Conditions Affecting Veterans.  Compilation of 
systematic review data by VA Health Services Research and Development (HSR&D).  
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/esp/yoga.pdf 

MOVE! Weight Management Program.  https://www.move.va.gov/MOVE/index.asp.   
o Be sure to look over the comprehensive list of handouts they provide. 

https://www.move.va.gov/vetworkbook.asp 
STAR Well-Kit.  Resources from the War-Related Injury and Illness Study Center. 

Moving the Body materials include people describing their experiences or leading 
exercises in qi gong, chair yoga, and breathing. 
http://www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/education/STAR/ 

Personal Health Plan Template.  https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/docs/PHP-
WalletCard-May22-fillable-508.pdf 

Whole Health Library Website 
Moving the Body.  Overview.  

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/overviews/moving-the-body.asp 
Prescribing Movement.  

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/prescribing-movement.asp   
Improving Flexibility.  

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/improving-flexibility.asp  
Whole Health for Skill Building: Moving the Body.  

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/courses/whole-health-skill-
building.asp 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4zdzDAorbA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4zdzDAorbA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/veteran-handouts/index.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/veteran-handouts/index.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/professional-resources/Tai_Chi.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/professional-resources/Tai_Chi.asp
mailto:vhatai-chi-community-of-practice@DVAGOV.onmicrosoft.com
mailto:vhatai-chi-community-of-practice@DVAGOV.onmicrosoft.com
mailto:vhava-yoga@DVAGOV.onmicrosoft.com
mailto:Kavitha.Reddy@va.gov
mailto:Alison.Whitehead@va.gov
mailto:Alison.Whitehead@va.gov
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/esp/yoga.pdf
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/esp/yoga.pdf
https://www.move.va.gov/MOVE/index.asp
https://www.move.va.gov/MOVE/index.asp
https://www.move.va.gov/vetworkbook.asp
https://www.move.va.gov/vetworkbook.asp
http://www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/education/STAR/
http://www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/education/STAR/
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/docs/PHP-WalletCard-May22-fillable-508.pdf
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/docs/PHP-WalletCard-May22-fillable-508.pdf
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/docs/PHP-WalletCard-May22-fillable-508.pdf
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/overviews/moving-the-body.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/overviews/moving-the-body.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/prescribing-movement.asp
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https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/tools/improving-flexibility.asp
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https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/courses/whole-health-skill-building.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTHLIBRARY/courses/whole-health-skill-building.asp


o Faculty Guide 
o Veteran Handout 
o PowerPoints 
o Mindful Awareness Script: A Mindful Awareness Body Scan 

Other Websites 
American Council on Exercise.  http://www.acefitness.org/acefit/fitness-programs-

article/2523/ACEFit-workout-advice-and-exercise-tips/.  
Centers for Disease Control Physical Activities Guidelines.  

http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/guidelines/index.html 
Exercise is Medicine.  https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/ 
Guide to Stretches.  Illustrated slide show from Mayo Clinic. 

http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/fitness/multimedia/stretching/sls-
20076840?s=1   

Make Your Body Work.  Links to 50 free online workouts that do not require a lot of 
supplies and can be done at home or while traveling.  
https://makeyourbodywork.com/how-to-exercise-at-home/  

Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans.  U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services.  https://health.gov/our-work/physical-activity/current-guidelines 

Pilates Method Alliance.  Resource for Pilates, another movement-based approach not 
covered in detail in this guide.  www.pilatesmethodalliance.org/. 

President’s Council on Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition.  Check out the Resource Center.  
https://www.hhs.gov/fitness/index.html  

Yoga websites 
o Arthur’s Amazing Transformation.  Watch how one Veteran reversed his 

obesity and pain through yoga. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qX9FSZJu448.%20 

o Integrative Restoration Institute.  Yoga-based practices supporting active-
duty military and Veterans.  
https://shop.irest.org/pages/veterans?_pos=1&_psq=veter&_ss=e&_v=1.0 

o International Association of Yoga Therapists.  http://www.iayt.org/ 
o iRest®.  Based on teachings of Yoga Nidra. https://www.irest.org/ 
o Kula for Karma Yoga for Veterans Video Series.  Yoga for PTSD, including 

adaptive yoga.  https://www.kulaforkarma.org/ 
o Laughter Yoga International.  https://laughteryoga.org/laughteryoga/ 
o Mindful Yoga Therapy.  Resources available to Veterans. 

https://www.mindfulyogatherapy.org/ 
o Veterans Yoga Project.  Check out the Practice Library quick link at the 

bottom.  https://www.veteransyogaproject.org/ 
o Warriors at Ease.  Focuses on bringing yoga and meditation to military 

communities around the world.  http://warriorsatease.com/ 
o Yoga Journal.  Yoga for Veterans articles. 

https://www.yogajournal.com/poses/yogafor/yoga-for-veterans 
o Yoga for Vets.  Nonprofit focused on bringing yoga to Veterans. 

http://www.yogaforvets.org/ 
o Yoga Warriors International.  Veterans can search for a class or learn to be a 

teacher.  https://www.yogawarriors.com/ 
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Tai chi and qi gong information 
o American Tai Chi and Qigong Association.  http://www.americantaichi.org/ 
o Supreme Chi Living.  An online journal and community run by American Tai 

Chi and QiGong Association.  http://www.americantaichi.net/ 
o Tai Chi Health.  Introduction videos under Tai Chi Fundamentals tab.  

https://taichihealth.com/ 
o Tai Chi: A Gentle Way to Fight Stress.  Mayo Clinic’s introduction to tai chi.  

https://newsnetwork.mayoclinic.org/discussion/mayo-mindfulness-stress-
effects-on-your-body-and-behavior/ 

o Tai Chi for Beginners 01: Tai Chi Fundamentals.  YouTube video.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oCnCSOWgIUU 

o Tai Chi Fundamentals Adapted Program Seated Basic Moves Part 1.  YouTube 
video.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UCTjyqX_vZ0 

o Tai Chi Fundamentals® Basic Moves Part One.  YouTube video led by Tricia 
Yu.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dSsqgdRsf5U 

Books  
Fitness and Health, 6th ed., Brian Sharkey (2006) 
Full-Body Flexibility: The 3-Step Method for Flexibility, Mobility, and Strength, Jay Blahnik 

(2010) 
Healing Moves: How to Cure, Relieve, and Prevent Common Ailments with Exercise, Carol 

Krucoff (2009) 
Strong Women Stay Young, Miriam Nelson (2005) 
The Complete Guide to Walking for Health, Weight Loss, and Fitness, Mark Fenton (2008) 
Yoga 

o 2,100 Asanas: The Complete Yoga Poses, Daniel Lacerda (2015) 
o Yoga for Arthritis: The Complete Guide, Loren Fishman (2008) 
o Yoga for Back Pain, Loren Fishman (2012) 
o Yoga for Osteoporosis: The Complete Guide, Loren Fishman (2011) 

Tai chi and qi gong 
o Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi, Peter Wayne (2013) 
o Qi Gong for Beginners, Stanley Wilson (2007) 
o The Tai Chi Workbook, Paul Crompton (1987) 
o The Way of Qigong: The Art and Science of Chinese Energy Healing, Ken Cohen 

(1999) 
Apps and Monitoring Software 
The popular phone apps listed below are free, although most have in-app purchases or 
memberships available.  Find them by searching online or in your device’s app store.  Note 
there are many other fitness apps offered by large sporting goods companies that also tend 
to be highly rated.   

7 Minute Chi.  Download an app that demonstrates various tai chi exercises.   
C25K Pro.  Trains with 30-minute cardio workouts, 3 times a week for 8 weeks. 
Cyclemeter  
Daily Workouts Fitness Trainer 
Daily Yoga 
Fitness Buddy 

http://www.americantaichi.org/
http://www.americantaichi.org/
http://www.americantaichi.net/
http://www.americantaichi.net/
https://taichihealth.com/
https://taichihealth.com/
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Fitness Builder.  Strength training app. 
FitOn.  Helps create a personalized class schedule. 
Jefit.  Helps create workout plans based on where you work out and what equipment 

you do or do not have.  
Lotus Yoga 
MyFitnessPal  
Simply Yoga 
SparkPeople 
Strava  
Strong Workout Tracker  
Sworkit.  Free for kids only. 
Workout: Gym Tracker 
Yoga for Beginners 
Zombies, Run!  Adds a story and missions for users to complete with walking, jogging, 

or running  
Special thanks to Surya Pierce, MD, who wrote the original Whole Health Library materials on 
Moving the Body that inspired content for much of this chapter, and to Sagar Shah, MD, who 
updated those materials in 2018.  
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