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Research backs technique

er: the facts

The Alexander
Technigue has
improved matters for
many back pain
sufferers. Sylvia
Thompson reports on
the freatment

HE ALEXANDER Tech-

nigue hes been found to

be & valaable tréatment

approach for sufferers
of back pain. A new study, re-
ported in the Bricieh Medicol
Journal, has shown that pa-
tients with chronic non-specific
bow back pain report fewer days
of pain and mere fexibility, fol-
bowing up to 24 lessons in the Al-
exander Technigue.

The technique, which has
been popular with musicians
and actors for decades, teaches
people how 1o unlearn poar pos-
ture and Incorrect movement.
and then re-dearn the body's nat-
ural and correct postures and
Moverments,

Back pain 15 one of the most
eommon health problems in the
Western world and recent fig-
ures suggest one In four work-
ers suffers from back pain, Oth-
er figures suggest that one in 10
adules will develop chronic low
back pain.

The study, which was carried
out with abour 600 patients in
GP practices in the south and
west of England, has been her-
alded as ome of the first major
studies to show bong-term bene-
fits for patients with non-specif-

ic low back pain.

“We have received o massivi
rESpOnSe 1 the study partly be-
cause there are not many goaod
treatments for people who sul-
fer from chronic back pain,™
says Prof Paul Little, professor
of primary care research at the
University of Southampton,
whi was the lead researcher on
the randomised controlbed trial

The trial compared how pa-
tients fared jn terms of pein re-
Hefand improved mobility three
months, and one year; after the
trisl. More specifically, it looked
at what improvement was
shown following 24 lessons in
the Alexander Technigue, six
lessons in the Alexander Tech
mique, Hx sesslons of massage
therapy or normal GP care.

Half of the patients in each of
the groups were also given a GP
prescription for exercise togeth-
er with structured behavioural
counselling by = practice nurse.

Results of the rrial showed
that the patients improved best
following the 24 lessons of Abex-
ander Technique. For instance,
three months after the trial
started, the group who were ran-
domly allocated 24 Alexander
Technigue lessons said they had
experienced eight days of pail
per month compared wit
days of pain in the group which
had received six lessons in the
Alexander Technique and 24
days in pain for those who had
received normal GP care,

Interestingly, the effects of
24 lessons of the Alexander
Technique was greater ab one
year than at three months, and
the effects of six lessons of the
Alexander Technique was main-
tained after one year. Exercise

Recent flgures suggest one
in four workers suffers
fram back pain,

was found to reduce disability
over time but not pain, whereas
missage therapy had the oppo-
site effect — a reduction in pain
but no long-term improvement
in flexibility.

The study also found that six
lessons in the Alexander Tech-
nigue followed by exercise pre-
seription were 70 per cent as ef-
lactive as 24 lessons of the Alex-
ander Technique, Little says
that this may be duwe to how pa-
rients applied what they learned
from the Alexander Technigue
to their exercise routine, The

ibed exercise was 30 min-
utes of brisk walking five times
A WOEK.
He says that one of the key as-
pects of the Alexander Tech-
il ks thist it i an active learn-
ing experience, “It's differemt
from osteopathy, chiropractic
or physiotherapy which are ther-
apies that are done to the pa-
tient. With the Alexander Tech-
nique, the patients have to
committed 1o leamning and prac-
tising what they are taught,” he
explains.

In terms of this specific effect
on back pain, Linle says the Al-
exander Technique "helps peo-
ple release harmful patterns of
muscle rension which allows the
spine to decompress and there-
fore take pressuce off the nerve
roots which cause the pain®.

He adds: “They learn to re-
lease temsions that have been
built up habirually and leamn to
do things in a more co-ordinat-

ed way.”

Little sags there has been evi-
dience that yoga can help reduce
back pain. *There is some evi-
dence thar strengthening cxer-
cises, supervised by a physio-
therapist, can help, and some
studies have found acupressure
and acupuncture mij help,
bt the trials were smaller.”

Since the effects of massage
therapy on Mexibility were no
longer significant afier one
year, the trinl authors conclud-
ed that the long-term benefits of
taking Technique les-
sons are unlikely o be due o
placebo effects of attention and
touch, and more likely to be due
to gcrive learning of the Alexan-
der Technique,

Little says the chief benefit of
the trial is to inform GPs and pa-
tients about the Alexander Tech-
nbque “Not many peaple know
about it, and akthough 1 can't
see GPs prescribing the Alexan-
der Technique, they can advise
patictits who can alford it 1o go
for lessons. The faet that six les
sons followed by an exercise pre-
scription offered 70 per cent of
the benefit offers people that op-
tion.”

Richard Brennan, an Alexan-
der Technique teacher based in
Galway city, says: “1 think the tri-
al proves to the medical commu-
nity lor the first time thar the Al-
exander Technique really does
help people with chronic back
problems,

“This means that doctors and
health insurance providers will
now feel assured thar the tech-
nigue not only helps people with
back pain, but that it is prefera-
ble to surgery or drugs with all
their possible side effects.™

I What is it?
The Alexander Technigue is
not a therapy as such. itis a

process of re-education,
during which the individual
unlearns poor posture and
maovements that have led to
tension and pain in the
body.

By becoming consclously
aware of the strain and
unnecessary effort of such
postures and movemants,
the individual goes on to
relearn the body's correct
posture and movemant.

B What does it treat?

strain infury.
Other conditions
influenced by body stress

and strain, such as irritable
bowel syndrome and some
breathing M, can

also be retieved by lessons
in the Alexander Technique.

W How does It work?
Alexander Technique
teachers focus on teaching
people how to release
unnecessary tension while
doing everyday activities
such as brushing their
teath, sitting at a table or

B How can | contacta
practitionar?
Al.o.und-r'!oﬁniqw
teachers in lreland belong
to either the UK-based
Soclety of Teachers of the
Alexzander Technigue (Stat)
www.statorg.uk or the Irish

Society of Alexander
Technique Teachers (lsatt].
www.isattie




