Whiplash

Can exercise improve symptoms
and outcomes in individuals
with acute or chronic whiplashassociated disorder (WAD)?
To answer this question, we performed a
comprehensive search of the PubMed database
(October 2011) for randomized, controlled trials
and systematic reviews that addressed this specific
research question.
Four randomized controlled trials (1-4) and two
literature reviews (5,6) were summarized.
Three studies evaluated the effect of physical
therapy and/or exercise among patients with
chronic (grades I-III) WAD, with two finding a
significant benefit. Among 71 patients with WAD,
Jull et al compared 10 wks of physical therapy
(home exercise, manipulation and education) to
self-management (home exercise and education),
and found therapy resulted in significantly greater
improvement in pain and function (1).
Unfortunately, due to the study design, it is not
clear which component of therapy is most effective
for patients with WAD. Stewart et al also found a
significant effect of 6 wks of exercise and advice
compared to advice alone on improving pain and

function among 134 patients with chronic WAD;
however long term follow-up showed no effect of
treatment (2). Of note, 15% and 23% of the exercise
and advice groups, respectively, reported seeking
outside treatment during the intervention (2). In
contrast, among 213 patients with chronic WAD
grade II, Vickne et al found no benefit of adding
stabilizing exercises using a ceiling-mounted sling to
4 mos of physical therapy and home exercise;
extending the home exercise to one yr also had a
minimal effect (3). Limitations of this study included
lack of compliance monitoring and the possible
influence of subjects' unsettled compensation
claims (3).
For acute whiplash injury (grades I-II), Vassiliou et al
established that active exercises and physical
therapy modalities (e.g., heat, massage) were more
effective than standard treatment with a soft collar
in reducing pain and disability after both 6 wks and
6 mos (4). A limitation of this study was a high
dropout rate, particularly in the standard treatment
group.
Based on this review, it can be concluded that
exercise therapy improves outcomes for patients
with whiplash injury; however, the specific type,
frequency, and duration of exercise that is most
effective is not yet clear.

Check with the provider of this newsletter to learn more about exercises appropriate for this condition.
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