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Abstract

Zhan Zhuang (also written Chan-Chuang), often referred to as “Standing Like a Tree”,
is a static Qigong modality characterised by maintaining specific standing postures to in-
tegrate physiological regulation with mental quiescence. Unlike dynamic exercises, Zhan
Zhuang emphasises internal biomechanical alignment and neurophysiological regulation
without external movement. This survey synthesises findings from recent clinical trials,
including functional near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS) neuroimaging and insomnia pro-
tocols, to elucidate the mechanisms of action. Furthermore, it provides detailed, evidence-
based guidelines for practitioners to maximise health outcomes, focusing on the “Three
Regulations” of body, breath, and mind.

1Get in touch: https://linktr.ee/dyjh. Web page: https://hilpisch.com. Research, structuring, drafting,
and visualizations were assisted by GPT 5.x as a co-writing tool under human direction. Comments and feedback
are welcome.
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1 Introduction

Zhan Zhuang (literally “Standing Stake” or “Post Standing”, also known as Chan-Chuang) is
a foundational practice in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and internal martial arts such
as Yiquan and Taijiquan. Historically rooted in the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon (Huangdi
Neijing), the practice posits that static endurance builds a specific type of structural integrity
and physiological resilience unavailable through dynamic aerobic exercise alone [4].

Spoken in standard Mandarin, Zhan Zhuang is pronounced roughly “jahn jwahng” with the
initial sound like the “j” in “jeep” and the final “-uang” as in a softened, nasal “wong”.

While traditional literature describes benefits in terms of “Qi” cultivation and meridian un-
blocking, contemporary research has begun to map these effects onto neuroplasticity, skeletal
loading, and autonomic nervous system regulation. This paper surveys these modern findings
and translates them into actionable protocols for health practitioners and patients, while hon-
ouring the classical training progressions described by Lam in The Way of Energy (chapters 1-3
and 5) [@] and the Zen attitude of “beginner’s mind” articulated by Suzuki in Zen Mind, Be-
ginner’s Mind (Prologue and Part I)[@]

Who This Paper Is For

This survey is aimed at three overlapping audiences. First, health professionals—
including physicians, physiotherapists, psychologists, and exercise scientists—who want
a structured overview of Zhan Zhuang (Standing Meditation) that can inform clinical
decision-making and program design. Second, experienced movement teachers and mar-
tial artists who sense there is "more going on” physiologically than traditional language
captures and would like a bridge to contemporary science. Third, motivated practition-
ers and patients who want to understand how a seemingly simple practice of standing
still can reshape sleep, mood, pain, and long-term resilience. The material assumes basic
familiarity with concepts such as heart rate variability (HRV), cortical activation, and
musculoskeletal loading but is designed to be readable by educated non-specialists.

Safety and Medical Disclaimer

Zhan Zhuang is generally low impact, but it is not risk free. Static postures can provoke
dizziness, blood pressure changes, or musculoskeletal flare-ups, especially in people with
cardiovascular disease, orthostatic intolerance, pregnancy, or joint pathology. This paper
is for educational purposes only and does not replace personalised medical advice. Readers
should consult qualified healthcare professionals before starting or modifying any standing
meditation routine, particularly if they have chronic illness, are on medication that affects
blood pressure or heart rate, or experience chest pain, shortness of breath, or neurological
symptoms during practice.

2 Neurophysiological Mechanisms

The most significant recent advancements in Zhan Zhuang research involve the mapping of
brain activity during the static state. Unlike sleep or relaxation, Zhan Zhuang requires a state
of “alert relaxation,” which produces distinct neurological signatures.

2.1 Cortical Hemodynamics and Executive Function

A pivotal study using functional near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS) by Qi et al. (2023) provided
objective evidence of cerebral blood flow changes during Tai Chi standing meditation. The study
observed a significant increase in oxygenated hemoglobin (O2Hb) in the bilateral dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) [@]



The DLPFC is critical for executive functions, including attention regulation, working mem-
ory, and cognitive flexibility. The study found that:

e Activation: Standing meditation elicited higher activation in the DLPFC compared to
a resting control state.

o Connectivity: There was enhanced functional connectivity between the left and right
hemispheres within the prefrontal cortex.

e Implication: This suggests that Zhan Zhuang is not merely a passive rest state but
an active cognitive training exercise that strengthens neural networks associated with
emotional regulation and attentional control.

From a practitioner’s perspective, these findings support a simple analogy: Zhan Zhuang
functions like strength training for the prefrontal cortex. Just as progressively holding a physical
posture builds endurance in postural muscles, progressively sustaining relaxed, stable attention
in a mildly effortful posture appears to build robustness in networks responsible for staying
present under stress. Clinicians may find this framing helpful when explaining to patients why
a quiet, motionless practice can still be profoundly active at the level of brain circuitry.

2.2 Autonomic Nervous System Regulation

Zhan Zhuang modulates the autonomic nervous system (ANS) by shifting the balance from

sympathetic dominance (fight or flight) to parasympathetic dominance (rest and digest). This

shift is facilitated by the regulation of breathing and the release of chronic muscular tension.
Research indicates that the “quiescent state” achieved in Zhan Zhuang leads to:

o Reduced heart rate variability (HRV) chaos, indicating higher coherence.
¢ Decreased levels of cortisol and other stress hormones.

o Regulation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal (HPA) axis, which is often dysregu-
lated in chronic insomnia and anxiety disorders [[13].

Electrophysiological work, although still sparse, suggests that standing meditation may in-
crease parasympathetic tone while reducing high-frequency sympathetic spikes that characterise
hyperarousal. In practical terms, many practitioners describe a shift from feeling “buzzed and
wired” to “heavy but calm” after 10-20 minutes of sustained posture. This subjective language
maps onto a measurable pattern: slower breathing, greater respiratory sinus arrhythmia, and
a smoother heart rate variability trace over time. The key is that regulation is trained under
mild load rather than in a completely supine or seated position, which improves transfer to
real-world demands such as public speaking, commuting stress, or conflict conversations.

2.3 Interoception and Body Mapping

Before modern neuroimaging, classical texts emphasised “listening inside the body” during Zhan
Zhuang. Contemporary neuroscience would describe this as training interoception—the brain’s
mapping of signals from the viscera, muscles, joints, and skin.[B, [7] Standing meditation provides
a controlled environment in which these signals are amplified and made more legible.

During the first minutes of practice, attention is often hijacked by obvious sensations: burn-
ing thighs, tingling forearms, or tension in the neck. With patient guidance, practitioners
progressively differentiate more subtle cues: small shifts in weight across the feet, temperature
gradients along the spine, or the difference between threat-driven bracing and supportive en-
gagement in the hips. This fine-grained mapping seems to underpin improvements in balance,
coordination, and emotional regulation, since feelings are also body states.



Clinically, this matters because many modern conditions—from chronic pain to anxiety—
are associated with distorted interoceptive maps. Patients either feel too little (numbness,
dissociation) or too much (catastrophic amplification of benign sensations). Zhan Zhuang offers
a way to recalibrate these maps by pairing slow exposure to previously avoided sensations with
a consistently safe context and a clear exit strategy.

3 Biomechanical and Musculoskeletal Effects

Practitioners of Zhan Zhuang often report a sensation of immense heaviness or “rooting.” Biome-
chanically, this corresponds to the optimization of the skeletal structure to bear gravity, un-
loading the phasic (voluntary) muscles and engaging the tonic (postural) muscles.

3.1 Static vs. Dynamic Loading

Jimenez Martin and Melendez Ortega (2019) differentiate between the advantages of static and
dynamic Qigong. Static postures maintain continuous, low-level isometric contraction of the
lower limb muscles (quadriceps, gastrocnemius) and the core stabilizers [b].

e« Bone Density: According to Wolff’s Law, bone remodels in response to stress. The
sustained weight-bearing nature of Zhan Zhuang provides the mechanical loading necessary
to stimulate osteogenesis, potentially mitigating osteoporosis without the joint impact of
running.

e Fascial Remodeling: The requirement to maintain a specific posture “prop open” the
skeletal structure, which stretches and conditions the fascia (connective tissue), promoting
a tensegrity-like structural integrity.

For comparison, consider two people with similar weekly exercise volumes. One jogs three
times a week but spends the rest of the day sitting with a collapsed posture. The other performs
shorter dynamic sessions but holds one or two 20-minute Zhan Zhuang postures daily. The
second person exposes their skeleton and connective tissue to a very different pattern of stress:
long, uninterrupted vectors of force along the spine and through the hips and feet. Over months,
this can lead to observable changes in stance, gait, and perceived lightness in movement, even
if gross muscle mass changes are modest.

3.2 The Phenomenon of “Sung” (Relaxation)

A critical concept in Zhan Zhuang is Sung—often translated as "relax,” but more accurately
meaning "release” or "open.” It is the active release of unnecessary tension while maintaining
structure. When the superficial muscles relax, the deep postural muscles must engage to prevent
collapse. This shift recruits the deep stabilizers of the spine and hips, often correcting postural
deviations such as hyperlordosis or kyphosis over time.

One helpful teaching metaphor frames Sung as placing the bones on a well-engineered shelf
rather than hanging from tired muscles. In early sessions, practitioners discover just how much
they habitually hold the shoulders, jaw, and lower back even when standing still. With skilful
coaching, they are invited to perform micro-experiments: slightly softening the knees, letting
the pelvis melt a few millimetres, or allowing the shoulder blades to slide down the rib cage.
Each adjustment is followed by a brief pause to feel whether breathing becomes easier and
whether fine tremors in the legs become more organised rather than more frantic.

From a musculoskeletal health standpoint, this has at least three implications:

e Joint Decompression: Progressive release in the hips and spine reduces chronic com-
pressive load on intervertebral discs and hip sockets, which may be especially relevant in
sedentary populations with low-grade back pain.



e Tendon and Ligament Conditioning: Sustained isometric holds at moderate joint
angles provide a gentle but consistent stimulus to tendons and ligaments, potentially
improving stiffness profiles in ways that complement dynamic strength training. [§]

e« Motor Control Refinement: Because the goal is not maximal force but efficient align-
ment, Zhan Zhuang appears to sharpen motor control around the mid-range of joint
positions where most daily-life tasks occur.

3.3 Balance, Proprioception, and Falls Risk

Ageing and certain neurological conditions are associated with loss of proprioception and in-
creased falls risk. Several small trials of standing Qigong derivatives have reported improve-
ments in single-leg stance time, sway metrics, and functional reach tests after weeks to months
of practice.[12, 16] Zhan Zhuang, with its emphasis on stillness under load, may be particularly
well suited to this application.

From a practical viewpoint, standing meditation teaches the body to become exquisitely
sensitive to small deviations from the stacked centre. Practitioners learn to redistribute weight
across the tripod of the foot and make millimetre-scale corrections in real time, rather than
waiting until a large perturbation triggers a clumsy rescue step. When combined with traditional
balance training and environmental modifications (for example, removing tripping hazards),
Zhan Zhuang could form part of a comprehensive fall-prevention program for older adults,
always under appropriate supervision.

4 Clinical Applications

The physiological changes described above translate into tangible clinical benefits for several
chronic conditions.

4.1 Insomnia and Sleep Disorders

Insomnia is often driven by hyperarousal of the central nervous system. A recent protocol for
a randomized controlled trial (2024) investigates the efficacy of standing Qigong for college
students with insomnia. The hypothesis is that the dual regulation of body (reducing muscle
tension) and mind (anchoring attention) breaks the cycle of cognitive and somatic arousal that
prevents sleep onset [13].

In clinical settings, Zhan Zhuang can be framed as a “waking pre-sleep drill.” Rather than
asking exhausted patients to leap from a day of email and screens directly into bed, clinicians
can prescribe a short standing sequence in the early evening. The posture becomes a rehearsal
for letting go: softening the jaw, relinquishing the day’s cognitive loops, and allowing the breath
to lengthen. Over time, many practitioners report that their internal state at the end of a 15-
minute stand resembles the heaviness and tranquillity they previously experienced only after
30-40 minutes of wakeful tossing in bed.



Practical Sleep Protocol Example

One pragmatic approach for otherwise healthy adults with mild to moderate insomnia is:

e Schedule a 10-20 minute Zhan Zhuang session 60-90 minutes before planned bed-
time, ideally in a quiet, dimly lit room.

e Use a simple timer and a single anchor cue—for example, “soft feet, soft jaw”—to
return attention whenever the mind wanders.

o After the stand, take a brief walk or perform gentle joint rotations, then avoid
screens and heavy cognitive work until sleep.

o Track sleep onset latency and subjective restfulness in a journal or wearable device
over 2—4 weeks to evaluate response.

Patients with severe insomnia, comorbid depression, or complex medication regimens
should integrate such protocols into a broader treatment plan supervised by sleep medicine
specialists or psychiatrists.
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4.2 Cardiovascular and Respiratory Health

By lowering peripheral vascular resistance through systemic relaxation, Zhan Zhuang can act
as an adjunct therapy for hypertension. The deep, diaphragmatic breathing cultivated during
the practice acts as a pump for the lymphatic system and improves venous return, reducing the
workload on the heart [H]

Importantly, Zhan Zhuang does not replace aerobic exercise or evidence-based pharmaco-
logical treatment. Instead, it fills a niche between complete rest and dynamic training. For
patients who cannot yet tolerate brisk walking or cycling because of deconditioning, joint pain,
or fear of exertion, standing practice can serve as a stepping stone. Over time, modest reduc-
tions in resting blood pressure, improvements in heart rate variability, and greater confidence
in managing bodily sensations during exertion may make more vigorous activity feasible.

4.3 Pain, Mood, and Stress-Related Disorders

Chronic musculoskeletal pain and stress-related disorders often coexist. Patients oscillate be-
tween overactivity on “good days” and protective bracing or avoidance on “bad days.” Zhan
Zhuang offers a graded exposure pathway: postures are adjusted to tolerable intensity, and
attention is directed toward curiosity and precision rather than symptom fighting.

Preliminary work in related standing meditation traditions suggests reductions in self-reported
pain intensity, catastrophising, and perceived stress, as well as improvements in mood and qual-
ity of life.[g, @] Mechanistically, this likely reflects a combination of improved interoception,
autonomic recalibration, altered pain appraisal, and the simple empowerment that comes from
mastering a challenging yet accessible practice.



Clinical Caveats

When working with patients with trauma histories, dissociation, or panic disorder, stand-
ing meditation should be introduced with care. The combination of stillness and internal
focus can initially amplify distressing sensations or memories. Useful safeguards include:

 keeping early sessions short (3—5 minutes) and explicitly optional,
o practising with eyes open and a clear external focal point in the room,

o allowing movement breaks or switches to walking meditation at any sign of over-
whelm,

o integrating grounding techniques (for example, naming five external objects) before
and after practice.

Such adaptations align Zhan Zhuang with contemporary trauma-sensitive mindfulness
guidelines. [17]

5 Guidelines for Practitioners

To replicate the benefits observed in clinical trials, practitioners must adhere to strict postural
and mental guidelines. The practice is generally divided into three aspects: Body, Breath, and
Mind.

For most readers, the most practical way to relate to Zhan Zhuang is as a structured training
plan rather than a vague injunction to “stand more.” The following subsections outline concrete
setup cues, progression schemes, and troubleshooting tips that can be adapted to a wide range of
ages and fitness levels. Throughout, the emphasis is on safety, gradual exposure, and sustainable
habit formation rather than on heroically long holds, echoing Lam’s stepwise programmes for
different life stages (Chapter 9 of The Way of Energy)[10] and Suzuki’s insistence that correct
practice itself—not chasing special states—is the heart of Zen training (Prologue and “Posture”
in Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind).[1§]

In line with balance and trauma-sensitive mindfulness research, beginners, older adults,
or patients with anxiety or dissociation may benefit from keeping a soft, open gaze at first,
progressing to lightly closed eyes only once stability and a sense of safety are well established.

5.1 Regulation of Body (Tiao Shen)
The posture is the foundation. The most common stance is the Wuji or “Universal Post” stance.

1. Feet: Parallel, shoulder-width apart. Weight distributed evenly across the tripod of the
foot (heel, ball of big toe, ball of little toe).

2. Knees: Slightly bent, not locked. They should not extend beyond the toes. Imagine
holding a small ball between the knees to activate the inner thighs.

3. Hips/Kua: The inguinal crease (Kua) must be folded slightly, as if sitting on a high
stool. This flattens the lumbar curve and opens the Mingmen point (lower back).

4. Spine: Upright, as if suspended from the crown of the head by a string. This slight
traction elongates the vertebrae.

5. Arms: Held in front of the chest as if hugging a large tree or balloon. Shoulders must
sink; elbows must be lower than shoulders but heavy, creating a circle.



An accessible coaching image is to imagine standing inside a very narrow elevator: there is
no room to sway forward or backward, so the only way to feel comfortable is to stack bones
efficiently. Practitioners are encouraged to make micro-adjustments until weight feels evenly
spread across the whole foot, with toes relaxed and the sensation of “rooting” gently into the
floor. These cues parallel Lam’s detailed instructions for “Learning to Stand” and “Growing
Like a Tree” (chapters 1 and 5 of The Way of Enerqgy) [@] and resonate with Suzuki’s emphasis
on a stable, upright spine and aligned head in the “Posture” chapter of Zen Mind, Beginner’s
Mind. [@] The archetypal tree-hugging stance is sketched in , which visually integrates
these alignment cues.

Figure 1: The tree-hugging Wuji stance: feet parallel and grounded, knees softly bent, hips
folded at the Kua, spine elongated, and arms rounding as if embracing a large tree while the
shoulders sink and the chest remains relaxed.



Tree-Hugging Stance Checklist

Quick review cues for taking the position correctly:
o Base: Feet parallel under the hips, weight evenly across heel and forefoot, toes soft.

e Knees and hips: Knees unlocked and tracking over the middle of the foot; Kua
folded as if perching on a high stool rather than squatting.

e Spine and head: Pelvis neutral, lower back neither arched nor tucked hard; crown
gently lifted as if suspended from a string, chin slightly tucked.

e« Arms and shoulders: Arms rounding as if embracing a tree, elbows lower than
wrists and shoulders; shoulder blades sliding down the back, chest neither puffed
nor collapsed.

o Eyes and breath: Either a soft, unfocused gaze on a neutral point ahead or lightly
closed eyelids with a faint sense of light, chosen according to balance, comfort, and
psychological safety; breathing quiet, deepening naturally into the lower abdomen
without forcing.

Common red flags include locked knees, weight rolling into the toes, a collapsed chest,
or shrugged shoulders. When in doubt, practitioners should shorten the stance height,
re-establish balance through the feet, and allow the posture to feel slightly “too easy”
rather than heroically intense.

&

5.2 Regulation of Breath (Tiao Xi)

Breathing should be natural, not forced.

e« Abdominal Breathing: As the chest muscles relax, the breath naturally drops to the
lower Dan Tian (lower abdomen).

e Rhythm: The breath should be slow, fine, continuous, and long.

e Advanced Phase: Eventually, the practitioner forgets the breath, allowing the auto-
nomic nervous system to regulate it (“embryonic breathing”).

For beginners, a simple cue is to imagine that the breath is gently massaging the lower
abdomen from the inside. On inhalation, the area just below the navel subtly expands; on
exhalation, it softens and rebounds. Counting can be useful in the first few weeks (for example,
inhaling for a count of four, exhaling for a count of six) but should not become an additional
source of tension or performance anxiety. This approach closely mirrors Lam’s early guidance
on breathing and relaxing (Chapter 2 of The Way of Energy)[[10] and Suzuki’s image of breath
as a “swinging door” between inner and outer worlds in the “Breathing” chapter of Zen Mind,
Beginner’s Mind.[[18] If at any point the breath feels strained, the practitioner should adjust the
posture or shorten the session.

5.3 Regulation of Mind (Tiao Xin)
The mental state is one of “focused awareness” rather than intense concentration.

e Scanning: The practitioner scans the body for tension, systematically releasing it from
the top of the head down to the feet.

o Intent (Yi): Useimagery (e.g., “standing like a majestic pine tree”) to stabilize the mind,
but do not obsess over the image.



¢ Dealing with Pain: Discomfort and shaking in the legs are normal neurological responses
to isometric load. The practitioner is advised to observe the sensation without emotional
reaction, allowing the “tremors” to release stored tension.

Over time, many practitioners notice that the inner commentary around discomfort shifts.
Early sessions are dominated by evaluative thoughts (“I am weak,” “I cannot handle this”),
whereas later sessions feature more descriptive observations (“The shaking is stronger in the
left leg,” “The breath becomes shallower when I think about work”). This shift from judgment to
observation is one marker of progress and parallels changes seen in mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy and related interventions,[6, [L5] as well as Suzuki’s call to maintain “beginner’s mind”—
meeting_each breath and sensation as if for the first time (Prologue of Zen Mind, Beginner’s
Mind).[18]

5.4 Progression Protocol

To give practitioners a concrete roadmap, summarises a simple eight-week Zhan Zhuang
progression that balances stimulus with recovery for most healthy beginners, in the same spirit
as Lam’s age-specific programmes (Chapter 9 of The Way of Energy).[10]

Table 1: Suggested Zhan Zhuang progression for beginners to avoid premature fatigue while
building capacity.

Stage Duration Primary focus

Weeks 1-2  5-10 minutes  Establishing basic alignment; finding the centre
Weeks 3—4 10-20 minutes Releasing shoulder tension; breath settling
Weeks 5-8 2040 minutes Endurance; heat and “Qi” sensations; mental stillness

In practice, these ranges should be adapted to the individual’s baseline capacity and medical
context. Someone recovering from illness or with pronounced deconditioning might start at 2-3
minutes per session, adding one minute every few days as tolerated. More athletic individuals
may progress faster but should still respect the principle that quality of alignment and mental
presence matters more than raw duration.
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Sample Eight-Week Zhan Zhuang Plan

The following outline illustrates how a busy professional with no prior Qigong experience
might integrate Zhan Zhuang into daily life:

e Weeks 1-2: Three sessions per week of 5—8 minutes each, practised in the early
evening on non-consecutive days. Focus on learning the basic stance, experimenting
with foot pressure, and noticing gross tension patterns.

e Weeks 3—4: Four sessions per week of 10-15 minutes. Introduce simple breath
cues and body scanning. Briefly journal after each session about changes in mood
and sleep.

e« Weeks 5—6: Four to five sessions per week of 15-20 minutes. Alternate between a
slightly lower and a slightly higher stance to vary load. Begin to notice how mental
stories about discomfort shift over time.

e« Weeks 7-8: Five sessions per week of 20-25 minutes. Integrate Zhan Zhuang with
an existing walking or strength routine so that standing practice becomes the bridge
between exertion and recovery.

At every stage, the priority is consistency and curiosity rather than perfection. Missing a
day is not a failure but an opportunity to observe how quickly the nervous system reverts
to old patterns when the stimulus is removed.

6 Conclusion

Zhan Zhuang offers a unique intersection of biomechanical training and meditation. By “do-
ing nothing” externally, the practitioner engages in vigorous internal physiological work. The
evidence suggests that this practice upregulates executive brain function [14], improves sleep
quality [13], and strengthens the musculoskeletal system via static loading [§]. For clinicians
and patients alike, it serves as a low-impact, high-efficacy intervention for modern stress-related
and orthostatic disorders.

Perhaps most importantly, Zhan Zhuang invites a different relationship with effort. Rather
than chasing ever-higher step counts or heart rate zones, practitioners are asked to stand still and
feel more. Within this apparent simplicity lies a sophisticated training of posture, breath, and
attention that can complement almost any health or performance program. When embedded
into a broader longevity framework—alongside aerobic training, resistance work, sleep hygiene,
and nutrition—standing meditation becomes one of the quiet levers through which patients and
practitioners can cultivate resilience for decades, not just weeks or months.[l]
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