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An old cure for a modern malaise: Alexander
Technique can beat chronic back pain

By Jenny Hope
Last updated at 8:51 AM on 20th August 2008

A method of relaxation developed more than 100 years ago can help ease
chronic back pain, researchers say.

The Alexander Technique, formulated by an Australian actor after he lost his
voice, has been proved to be effective in clinical trials.

The discovery could help British firms save vast sums of money. Each year back
pain accounts for up to five million lost working days, and costs the economy an
estimated £5billion.

A study of almost 600 patients suffering chronic or recurrent back pain found
significant improvements after a year among those having lessons in the
Alexander Technique.

They spent just three days in pain each month, compared with 21 days for those
getting normal NHS care.

And a short course of six lessons, combined with exercise, produced almost as
much benefit as a full regime of 24.

This is the first long-term study of its kind into the technique, which was
originally devised to help its founder, actor Frederick Matthias Alexander, get
over losing his voice during recitals.

MISSIONED WORK

He believed his problem was caused by the way he stiffened his whole body as
he prepared to speak. Back pain costs the UK economy £5billion
each year in lost working days

The technigue has been taught in the UK since 1904, but until now there has
been no thorough investigation into its long-term effectiveness and doctors have complained of the lack of evidence to support
it.

Its aim is to make people more aware of how they use their bodies, and to get them to stop bad habits and excessive muscular
tension.

In the latest study, published online in the British Medical Journal, a team from Southampton and Bristol Universities recruited
579 patients with chronic or recurring back pain from 64 GP areas in the south and west of England.
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HOW IT WORKS

B FREEING up the head, neck and spine is
central to the Alexander Technigue. it

shows poar posture can often be traced
to over-tense neck muscles, friggered

by stress and emotional problems. But a
twisted posture puts strain on the spine,
restricting movements and breathing
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people to think of their

neck muscles lengthening

and softening to help

release muscular tension,

| The result can be aninch
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They were allocated one of four types of treatment - normal care such as painkillers, physiotherapy or GP referral, massage,
six Alexander technique lessons, or 24 AT lessons.

Half of the patients from each group were also prescribed an exercise programme, consisting of brisk walking for 30 minutes a
day five times a week.

The £750,000 study, partly funded by the NHS, showed that lessons in the technique provided an individualised approach to
reducing back pain.

Participants were taught on a one-to-one basis. They learned to sit, stand and move correctly, and they also worked on their
posture.

All the patients involved in the study were sent questionnaires after three months and one year asking which everyday
activities were limited by their back pain.

After a year, the researchers found that exercise combined with AT lessons significantly reduced pain and improved
functioning, while massage offered little benefit after three months.

Those having AT lessons also reported fewer days with back pain over the previous four weeks.

Patients getting normal care had 21 days of back pain, compared with four among those having a full 24-lesson course of the
Alexander Technique.

Those who had six lessons had 11 days of pain and those having massage had 14.

Co-author Professor Paul Little of the University of Southampton said: 'This is a significant step forward in the long-term
management of low back pain.
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‘The results of this study revealed that the Alexander Technique can help back pain.

‘It probably does this by limiting muscle spasm, strengthening postural muscles, improving coordination and flexibility and
decompressing the spine.'

Comments (20)

Margaret - | just got a printed sheet after a demonstration from the Physio at my Doctors for nothing !

- mike, Leeds Yorkshire, 21/8/2008 08:54

Article doesn't say where to get instructions or show technique on doing this. Can anyone help?

- Libby Morrison, Jackson, TN USA, 21/8/2008 01:42

I have been taking Alexander lessons for ten years and | am still improving my posture. When | began | suffered constant back
pain. Now | rarely suffer and if | do | can easily relieve it with simple techniques. | started to get real relief from back pain within
the first few months of lessons (once a week).

Note it's not a "miracle-cure”, you do have to make the effort to learn, but it's absolutely worth the effort. | am a much happier
person these days.

Anyone wishing to learn the technique should seek a properly trained teacher (teachers train for up to four years). Look for
teachers who are members of PAAT or STAAT.

- Nigel Jones, UK, 20/8/2008 20:13
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