Yoga best way of easing pain in lower back, group study says
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Exercise, not bed rest, is the best way of easing chronic lower back pain, according to a well-established body of research.

But what type of exercises should be used to overcome this debilitating condition? A new U.S. study suggests that a gentle yoga program produces better results than conventional exercises.

As part of the study, 101 adults were divided into three groups. One group attended 12 weekly classes to learn yoga and practised the routines at home. A second group attended 12 weekly sessions of aerobic, strengthening and stretching exercises, plus did them at home. And a third group was given a self-care book on back pain.

After 26 weeks, the patients in the yoga group had much better back function and less pain than the other two groups, says Karen Sherman, who was the lead researcher in the study at Group Health Co-operative's Center for Health Studies in Seattle. In fact, they were using less than half the pain medication as the other patients -- a clear sign they were doing better.

Yoga may be good for treating back pain because it involves both physical movement and mental focus, she speculates.

"This combination . . . [gives] people a better understanding of how to move in a way that minimizes pain and [helps them] to relax," she said in an e-mail interview.

However, there are many different types of yoga, some of which can be fairly strenuous and might aggravate back pain, Dr. Sherman acknowledged in the study published in the Annals of Internal Medicine.

(As well, the research results don't necessarily apply to other back problems, such as spinal disc injuries.) 

For her study, patients were taught 17 poses from viniyoga, a style that's easy to learn and can be adapted to an individual's needs and abilities.

Dr. Sherman, who has a PhD and is an expert on chronic pain and alternative approaches to healing, suggests that patients who want to learn yoga should pick an instructor who has experience working with back-pain sufferers.

