
There is a paucity of data on the use of Osteopathic Manipulative Medicine 
(OMM) to treat pain and other symptoms in patients facing serious or 
life-limiting illness. 

Our most recent literature search in January 2021 found a limited number of 
studies quantifying use of OMM in this population;furthermore, we found no 
studies measuring the efficacy of OMM for symptom management.

Given the need to find alternative and effective modalities for pain and 
symptom management, this pilot study aims to characterize osteopathic 
physicians (OPs) attitudes and utilization of OMM when treating patients who 
have serious or life-limiting illnesses.
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Methods:
An IRB-approved anonymous 34-item survey using a Likert-type scale was 
designed to collect osteopathic physician data on:

- practice patterns 
- attitudes
- demographics 

Once created, the survey was reviewed by the three investigators (2 DO, 1 PhD) 
for clarity and content. 

Surveys were sent out electronically via SurveyMonkey and through the 
Pennsylvania Osteopathic Medical Association (POMA) database and newsletters. 
Three reminders were emailed during the course of a year. Subjects were also 
given the option to fill out written surveys in-person during the POMA annual 
assembly. 
All data was entered into Excel for analysis.

Results:

A majority of OPs are comfortable utilizing OMM (62%), primarily for 
musculoskeletal pain (45%) . Most OPs thought utilizing OMM in serious illness 
was "somewhat to "often" beneficial and was utilized “sometimes” or “frequently” in 
constipation (49%), neuropathic or visceral pain (31%), and dyspnea (25%) but it's 
use in nausea (12%), older patients or in those with limited life expectancy was 
"rare" or "sometimes” utilized. Alongside evidence-based treatments, OPs utilize 
OMM in patients with cancer, but less so with congestive heart failure (CHF), and 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). Overwhelmingly, respondents 
thought osteopathic training enables them to approach patients with empathy 
(82%) and view the patient-family-environment as part of an interconnected unit 
(68%). 
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Many OPs use OMM to treat symptoms of serious illness and think utilizing OMM 
is beneficial to treat pain, constipation, and dyspnea in this population. 

Most respondents felt their osteopathic training helped them approach their 
patients with empathy and view the patient-family-environment as an 
interconnected unit. 

These findings support the ongoing need for randomized controlled trials that 
could quantify potential benefits of OMM and the osteopathic approach for patients 
facing serious and life-limiting illness.
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Symptoms Treated and Disease-Specific Use of OMM:

CONCLUSION
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Cancer Cancer 
symptoms

CHF CHF symptoms COPD COPD Symptoms

I have used OMM to 
treat.. 

48% (N=12) 40% (N=10) N=44% 
(N=11)

Musculoskeletal Pain 48% (N=12) 48% (N=12)

Neuro/ visceral pain 24% (N=6) 32% (N= 8) N/A

Constipation 56% (N=14) 32% (N= 8) 36% (N=9)

Dyspnea 32% (N=8) 44% (N=11) 44% (N=11)

Dizziness 28% (N=7) N/A Converstnl Dyspnea 
44% (N=11)

Nausea 24% (N=6) N/A N/A

Fatigue 16% (N=4) 24% (N=6) 24% (N=6)

LE Edema N/A 445 (N=11) 44% (N=11)

Practice Patterns of OMM:


