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It would be easy to dismiss t’ai chi as an excuse for a workout if you 
haven’t tried it. The graceful, fluid movements of the ancient Chinese 
martial art may not look like much of a fitness challenge, but as a 
growing army of followers who include the supermodels Gisele 
Bündchen and Naomi Campbell will testify, t’ai chi can have a list of 
mind and body-boosting benefits that are second to none.

Studies have shown that, practised regularly, it enhances mood and 
sleep patterns, balance and blood pressure. It keeps joints healthy and 
strengthens bones, and a 2021 study by scientists at the University of 
Hong Kong and the Chinese University of Hong Kong showed that it 
can help to shrink waistlines more effectively than conventional 
workouts can. Now comes evidence that t’ai chi has anti-ageing 
benefits. Cue a sprint to take up the gentle, go-slow activity.

For a study published this month in the journal Aging Cell, 
researchers from Brigham and Women’s Hospital at Harvard Medical 
School and Tel Aviv University in Israel recruited 27 healthy adults who 
they called t’ai chi “experts” on account of them having practised the 
martial art for a minimum of five years, and an additional 60 healthy 
adults aged 50-79 who hadn’t tried it: they were termed the t’ai chi 
“naive”, half of whom were given six months of training and half of 
whom formed a control group. A third group of 15 healthy people in 
their twenties and thirties who had never done t’ai chi were included as 
another comparison.
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The researchers set out to discover whether the long-term practice 
of t’ai chi has an anti-ageing effect on physical function, which declines 
as the years go by, increasing the risk of injury, falls and 
musculoskeletal problems. The groups were put through a series of 
laboratory-based fitness tests, which included a timed single-leg stand 
with their eyes closed to assess balance, a grip strength test to 
measure muscle health, a timed “up and go” (how long it takes to 
stand from a chair, walk a specified distance and return to sitting), 



maximum walking speed, functional reach for mobility and flexibility, 
and a vertical jump to assess lower‐body power.

Results showed that practising t’ai chi in the long term seems to 
stem the tide of physical decline, the “experts” outperforming the age‐
matched “naive” group on almost every measure of functional fitness. 
What’s more, the results of the long-term practitioners were no better 
or worse than those of the healthy young group. “Long‐term t’ai chi 
training was associated with higher levels of physical function in older 
adults, suggesting a potential preventative healthy ageing effect,” the 
researchers concluded, removing any doubt that it is something worth 
trying.

If you still need convincing, further age-defying benefits were 
demonstrated in another recent study, in the journal Annals of Internal 
Medicine, which showed that t’ai chi can help to slow cognitive decline 
and protect against dementia. This Oregon Research Institute study 
included 318 adults, mostly in their seventies, who had reported mild 
memory impairment. Researchers prescribed some of them a form of 
“cognitively enhanced” t’ai chi and others regular stretching, both for 
one hour twice weekly for six months. During the cognitively enhanced 
workouts participants were challenged with tasks such as spelling 
words forwards and backwards as they practised t’ai chi moves, and 
the results showed that they significantly improved their scores in 
memory tests. The study concluded that twice-weekly sessions would 
help to ward off cognitive decline by several years if kept up long term.

Professor Jamie McPhee, head of the department of sport and 
exercise sciences at Manchester Metropolitan University, has 
conducted studies on how balance declines in older people. “T’ai chi is 
one of the things we would recommend for people wanting to improve 
balance and prevent falls,” he says. Indeed, a review of 24 studies 
published in the journal Ageing and Public Health last year by a team 
of Chinese researchers found that the more frequently older people 
practice t’ai chi the better their balance and the lower their risk of 
falling and getting hurt.

Like yoga, t’ai chi involves controlled breathing, and its sets of 
movements range from simple shoulder and arm circles to complex 
balances and more advanced but still slow-moving martial-art kicks 
and punches. Dalton Wong, the personal trainer and founder of 
TwentyTwo Training, says that the martial art is “non-intimidating” and 



“a great way to build strength and mobility as it 
loads the leg muscles and requires you to hold 
positions like a squat for several seconds”. 

Basic postures such as the horse stance (knees bent, feet parallel and 
shoulder width apart) and bow stance (similar to a lunge) build leg and 
gluteal strength as well as core strength.

One study involving 9,263 participants conducted at the University 
of Auckland in New Zealand found that t’ai chi produced a host of 
“psychological and physical benefits” including improved flexibility, lung 
capacity and balance, and even the running speed of volunteers by 
ensuring that their bodies moved more efficiently. And while it burns 
only about 108 calories in half an hour, similar to a moderate walk, the 
Hong Kong team reported that over 12 weeks people practising t’ai chi 
two to three times weekly lost 1.8cm from their midriff — and lowered 
their cholesterol levels — compared with 1.3cm lost by those doing 
regular weights and aerobic exercise. It’s time to move slowly and 
gracefully towards t’ai chi.


