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Yoga for Chronic Low Back and Neck Pain
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Spinal pain is a major public health problem in all industrialized
countries. Almost everybody can expect to experience at least some low
back and/or neck pain in their lifetime [1,2]. Although the majority of
patients with acute spinal pain recover quite rapidly without any specific
treatment, about 10% of those patients are at risk of developing chronic
low back or neck pain. Thereby, spinal pain has become the largest
category of medical claims, placing a major burden on individuals and
health care systems [3].

Low back pain and neck pain are the two conditions for which most
often complementary therapies are used [4] and yoga is among the
most commonly used complementary treatments for spinal pain [5].
About 15 million American adults report having practiced yoga at least
once in their lifetime, 20% of those using yoga explicitly for treatment
of back or neck pain [6]. Rooted in Indian philosophy, yoga has been a
part of traditional Indian spiritual and medical practice for millennia.
While yoga traditionally also comprises advice for ethical lifestyle and
spiritual practice [7], it is most often associated with physical postures
(asanas), breathing techniques (pranayama), and meditation (dyana) in
North America and Europe [8]. Different yoga schools have emerged
that put varying focus on physical and mental practices. However,
even exercise-based yoga interventions differ from purely gymnastic
exercises in that the yoga practitioner focuses his mind on the postures
with inner awareness [9].

Spinal pain is ome of the areas for which the therapeutic value of
yoga has been most extensively studied. A 2012 meta-analysis included
10 randomized controlled trials with a total of 967 patients that
compared yoga to a variety of control conditions [10]. While yoga trials
often suffer from marked methodological drawbacks, the trials on low
back pain generally had low risk of bias; only 2 trials were classified
as having high risk of bias. Besides several trials with relatively small
sample size, this meta-analysis also included 3 trials with more than
100 participants (n=101-313), which can be considered large-scale for
trials on complementary therapies [11-13]. While a variety of different
yoga styles were used, all of them included physical postures. The meta-
analysis found strong evidence for short-term effects of yoga on pain,
back-specific disability, and global improvement. The positive effects
on pain and disability persisted at long-term follow-up. However, no
evidence was found for effects on health-related quality of life. Based
on the included studies, yoga appeared to be a safe intervention. [10]
Recently, a further randomized trial tried to identify the optimal dose
of yoga interventions for chronic low back pain. This trial compared
1 weekly yoga class over a period of 12 weeks to 2 weekly classes and
found no differences in effectiveness and safety [14].

The effects of yoga on chronic neck pain had not been investigated
until recently. In 2012, two randomized controlled trials compared
the effects of a 9-week yoga intervention to a manualized home-based
exercise program [15,16]. A trial of 77 chronic neck pain patients
found favorable effects of yoga on pain at rest, pain at motion, neck-
related disability, depression, and physical quality of life [15]. A second
randomized trial on 51 chronic neck pain patients found comparable
effects on pain at rest and neck-related disability. However, while
this trial found no effects on pain at motion or physical quality of
life, additional benefits were found for mental quality of life [16].
Moreover, this trial also assessed physiological outcomes: pressure pain
threshold in the neck and shoulder region, cervical range of motion,

and cervical proprioception all improved after the yoga intervention
compared to exercise. It seems reasonable that reduced muscle tonicity,
muscle pain, and increased awareness of body postures during the
yoga classes could have influenced functional status of neck muscles.
This is also highlighted in a qualitative study on 18 patients with
chronic neck pain [9]. During in-depth qualitative interviews, patients
reported change on several dimensions of human experience after the
yoga intervention: physically, most participants cited renewed body
awareness, both during their yoga practice and in their daily lives.
Cognitively, participants reported increased perceived control over
their health. Emotionally, they noted greater acceptance of their pain
and life burdens. Behaviorally, they described enhanced use of active
coping strategies. Finally, socially, they reported renewed participation
in an active life. The interviews suggested that body awareness appeared
a key mechanism in the effects of yoga for chronic neck pain [9]. In
a 12-month follow-up of one of the randomized trials, a further
important precondition for long-term effectiveness was revealed:
overall, the positive effects of the yoga intervention on pain intensity
and neck-related disability were preserved for at least 12 months after
the end of the intervention. However, long-term improvement was
strongly associated with sustained yoga practice after the end of the
intervention. This simple means that benefits were higher the more the
patients continued to practice at home after the end of the yoga classes.
Conversely, long-term improvements were not related to compliance
during the intervention period [17]. In both randomized trials on
chronic neck no serious adverse events occurred [15,16].

In conclusion, yoga seems to be a safe and effective means for
both chronic low back and chronic neck pain. While a dose-effect
relationship of sustained practice has been suggested for long-term
effects, there does not seem to be an increased benefit when raising
frequency from 1 to 2 weekly sessions. Being more than exercise,
yoga seems to be able to improve body awareness, pain acceptance,
and coping. Future research should investigate the differential effects
of different yoga styles and dismantle yoga to separately investigate
the possible effects of different components of yoga such as physical
postures, breath control, and meditation. Especially for chronic neck
pain, comparisons with guideline-endorsed interventions such as
supervised exercise are still needed to draw final conclusions on the
effectiveness of yoga for chronic spinal pain. In the meantime, yoga can
be recommended as an evidence-based intervention for chronic low
back pain and - preliminarily - also for chronic neck pain.

References

1. Andersson GB (1999) Epidemiological features of chronic low-back pain.
Lancet 354: 581-585.

*Corresponding author: Holger Cramer, Department of Internal and Integrative
Medicine, Kliniken Essen-Mitte, Faculty of Medicine, University of Duisburg-Essen,
34a, 45276 Essen, Germany, E-mail: h.cramer@kliniken-essen-mitte.de

Received May 12, 2013; Accepted May 15, 2013; Published May 20, 2013

Citation: Cramer H (2013) Yoga for Chronic Low Back and Neck Pain. Gen Med
(Los Angel) 1: 107. doi:10.4172/2327-5146.1000107

Copyright: © 2013 Cramer H. This is an open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and
source are credited.

Gen Med (Los Angel)
ISSN: 2327-5146 GMO, an open access journal

Volume 1 ¢« Issue 2 « 1000107


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10470716
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10470716

Citation: Cramer H (2013) Yoga for Chronic Low Back and Neck Pain. Gen Med (Los Angel) 1: 107. doi:10.4172/2327-5146.1000107

Page 2 of 2

Fejer R, Kyvik KO, Hartvigsen J (2006) The prevalence of neck pain in the
world population: a systematic critical review of the literature. Eur Spine J 15:
834-848.

Shelerud R (1998) Epidemiology of occupational low back pain. Occup Med
13:1-22.

Eisenberg DM, Davis RB, Ettner SL, Appel S, Wilkey S, et al. (1998) Trends in
alternative medicine use in the United States, 1990-1997: results of a follow-up
national survey. JAMA 280: 1569-1575.

Wolsko PM, Eisenberg DM, Davis RB, Kessler R, Phillips RS (2003) Patterns
and perceptions of care for treatment of back and neck pain: results of a
national survey. Spine (Phila Pa 1976) 28: 292-297.

Saper RB, Eisenberg DM, Davis RB, Culpepper L, Phillips RS (2004)
Prevalence and patterns of adult yoga use in the United States: results of a
national survey. Altern Ther Health Med 10: 44-49.

lyengar BKS (1966) Light on Yoga. Schocken Books, New York.
Feuerstein G (1998) The Yoga Tradition. Hohm Press, Prescott.

Cramer H, Lauche R, Haller H, Langhorst J, Dobos G, et al. (2013) “I'm More
in Balance”: A Qualitative Study of Yoga for Patients with Chronic Neck Pain. J
Altern Complement Med .

. Cramer H, Lauche R, Haller H, Dobos G (2013) A systematic review and meta-

analysis of yoga for low back pain. Clin J Pain 29: 450-460.

. Sherman KJ, Cherkin DC, Erro J, Miglioretti DL, Deyo RA (2005) Comparing

yoga, exercise, and a self-care book for chronic low back pain: a randomized,
controlled trial. Ann Intern Med 143: 849-856.

. Sherman KJ, Cherkin DC, Wellman RD, Cook AJ, Hawkes RJ, et al. (2011) A

randomized trial comparing yoga, stretching, and a self-care book for chronic
low back pain. Arch Intern Med 171: 2019-2026.

. Tilbrook HE, Cox H, Hewitt CE, Kang’ombe AR, Chuang LH, et al. (2011) Yoga

for chronic low back pain: a randomized trial. Ann Intern Med 155: 569-578.

. Saper RB, Boah AR, Keosaian J, Cerrada C, Weinberg J, et al. (in press)

Comparing once- vs. twice-weekly yoga classes for chronic low back pain in
predominantly low income minorities. A randomized dosing trial. Evid Based
Complement Alternat Med.

. Michalsen A, Traitteur H, Liidtke R, Brunnhuber S, Meier L, et al. (2012) Yoga

for chronic neck pain: a pilot randomized controlled clinical trial. J Pain 13:
1122-1130.

. Cramer H, Lauche R, Hohmann C, Lidtke R, Haller H, et al. (2013) Randomized-

controlled trial comparing yoga and home-based exercise for chronic neck
pain. Clin J Pain 29: 216-223.

.Cramer H, Lauche R, Hohmann C, Langhorst J, Dobos G (2013) Yoga for

chronic neck pain: a 12-month follow-up. Pain Med 14: 541-548.

Gen Med (Los Angel)
ISSN: 2327-5146 GMO, an open access journal

Volume 1 ¢ Issue 2 + 1000107


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15999284
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15999284
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15999284
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9477407
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9477407
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9820257
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9820257
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9820257
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12567035
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12567035
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12567035
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15055093
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15055093
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15055093
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23336342
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23336342
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23336342
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23246998
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23246998
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16365466
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16365466
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16365466
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22025101
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22025101
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22025101
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22041945
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22041945
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23117107
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23117107
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23117107
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23249655
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23249655
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23249655
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23387504
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23387504

	Title
	Corresponding author
	References

