MIKE RICHMAN: I’m Mike Richman, and welcome to our podcast series “Voices of VA Research.“ Studies have shown that few therapies substantially improve the chronic pain and fatigue symptoms linked to Gulf War Illness without major side effects. Most of the treatments have been pharmaceutical. Can an ancient Chinese mind-body therapy help ease the symptoms? The therapy, Tai Chi, is known as Meditation in Motion. It’s a graceful form of exercise that improves balance and coordination skills with slow and deliberate balletic body movements. The movements combine flowing postures with breathing, meditation, and stretching. VA Boston is hosting a randomized trial to learn if Tai Chi can help vets with Gulf War Illness. Dr. Barbara Niles, a research psychologist in the National Center for PTSD at VA Boston, is leading the trial. Her research focuses on health-enhancing behaviors such as exercise and mindfulness medication in traumatized people. She joins me now on “Voices of VA Research.” Dr. Niles, welcome to “Voices of VA Research.” I’m intrigued, and I’m sure our audience is, too,  by how Tai Chi can serve as a therapy for Gulf War veterans.

BARBARA NILES: Well, thanks for having me. I appreciate it.

RICHMAN: Great to have you on. So, why did you select Tai Chi as a form of treatment for veterans with the chronic pain and fatigue symptoms of Gulf War Illness?

NILES: Well, we’ve been working with a collaborator at Tufts who’s done a lot of research on fibromyalgia and knee osteoarthritis and the benefits of Tai Chi for those disorders and realized that this might be a good fit for Gulf War Illness. And we’re aware that Gulf War veterans have been dealing with the pain and fatigue and other symptoms of Gulf War Illness for 25 years, and there are very few treatments out there that the VA or anyone else has to offer them. The research to date has focused primarily on identifying what is Gulf War Illness, and it’s an amalgam of a lot of different symptoms. And Tai Chi is something that addresses a lot of different symptoms, so we thought that was a good fit. And, in particular, Tai Chi has really developed an evidence base as a good treatment for various forms of pain and chronic pain. And so, that’s what we decided to target with this study.
RICHMAN: So, has Tai Chi been shown to benefit veterans experiencing other forms of chronic pain?

NILES: I don’t know of any studies that have looked at veterans specifically for Tai Chi and chronic pain. Tai Chi has been shown for other populations, more general populations that, of course, may include veterans, but there haven’t been studies specifically on veterans that I’m aware of—any randomized control studies or any particularly good studies.
RICHMAN: Tell me about the randomized trial of yours. How many veterans will be involved, what groups will you be comparing, and what do you expect to learn?

NILES: So, we’re hoping to recruit 120 Gulf War veterans who will be coming into the VA Boston for 12 weeks of Tai Chi twice a week or compared to 12 weeks of a wellness condition, also twice a week. So, the dose will be the same between the two conditions. And the wellness group is developed based on the VA’s Whole Health Program. So, many of the topics, all the topics that we’re covering in our wellness program, are part of Whole Health. And we feel this is a really good approach to Gulf War Illness as well, as it sort of has a general approach to health and improvement and improvement of health, both physical, mental, spiritual. So, we think it’s also a good fit with Gulf War Illness, again, that has a lot, you know, a bunch of different symptoms that are not necessarily isolated in one particular system but affects veterans in very general ways.

RICHMAN: I understand that outcome assessments for both groups will be based on interviews and questionnaires. What factors will you be measuring in these assessments?

NILES: Well, because we’ve never used Tai Chi before or this wellness group for veterans—both of these were developed to be used in the VA with Gulf War veterans. One of the things we’re looking at is satisfaction. How do people like it? What do they think about it? Does it seem like something they could continue to do? So, we’re doing some qualitative measurements. We’re talking to people and getting their thoughts on, you know, how this is working for them. In addition, we’re doing some objective measures—things like blood pressure, walking speed, things like that. And then, in addition, we’re doing some paper-and-pencil questionnaires that indicate levels of depression and anxiety and, of course, chronic pain, which is our main outcome, so we’re really taking a multi-pronged assessment approach.
RICHMAN: Previously, you led a feasibility study that introduced Tai Chi to VA Boston and involved 17 veterans with PTSD. What did you conclude from that research?

NILES: Well, that was really exciting research because we hadn’t known then whether veterans would like Tai Chi or not. So, it was really a feasibility study to figure out if this would fly in VA and with veterans at all. And we were very pleased to find out that we had no trouble recruiting veterans for that study. They were very excited about it. All the veterans who started ended up finishing that study, which is unusual in PTSD studies. So, one of the things we found out is that they really liked it and they valued it and they wanted more. Given that that was just a feasibility study, they only got 4 sessions of Tai Chi. And we were very interested in the qualitative feedback from them about what they thought about it. One of the veterans in one of the groups talked about that he felt like Tai Chi really enhanced his warrior spirit. And we really liked that quote and feel that that’s a good way to conceptualize what we think is going on with Tai Chi—that it’s a really good fit for veterans. Given that it’s a martial art, veterans will take to that maybe more easily than some other mind-body treatments. And they really seem to like it from the get-go. It’s also very meditative and calming, and they really like that aspect of it. So we think it’s got some really good possibility to be very helpful for not only veterans of Gulf War Illness in the study that we’re doing now, but also for veterans with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.
RICHMAN: Speaking of that, looking at the future, are you planning to carry out future trials with veterans involving Tai Chi?

NILES: Yes, in fact, we are applying for funding for a trial to look at veterans with PTSD and do a similar comparison, looking at the VA’s Whole Health Program and a wellness group based on that and comparing that to Tai Chi for veterans with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Hopefully, that will get funded and we’ll be able to pursue that research as well. 
RICHMAN: Well, Dr. Niles, thank you very much for coming on as a guest on “Voices of VA Research” and best of luck with your randomized trial.

NILES: Thank you, Mike. I really appreciate it.

RICHMAN: Thank you. Many thanks to Dr. Niles for sharing her insight on how Tai Chi can help vets with Gulf War Illness. We look forward to hearing the results of her randomized trial. You’ve been listening to “Voices of VA Research.” Hope you enjoyed it and please tune in again. I’m Mike Richman. To learn more about VA research, go to research.va.gov. That’s research.va.gov. You can also follow us on Facebook and Twitter.

