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To the Editor:

As of December 13, 2020, a total of 70,228,447 confirmed
cases of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) – including
1,595,187 deaths – have been reported worldwide [1]. In a
previous systematic review performed to demonstrate the
clinical course and outcomes of COVID-19 pneumonia in
critically ill patients, a 32.3% (21,145 of 65,383) intensive
care unit mortality rate was reported [2].

During the influenza epidemic of 1918, the American
Osteopathic Association (AOA) distributed a survey to
osteopathic physicians, querying them on mortality from
influenza and pneumonia during that time [3]. The 2,445
physician respondents reported 110,122 cases of influenza
and 257 fatalities, for a mortality rate of 0.23% compared
with a national mortality rate of 12–15% [3]. The AOA
survey results [3] also showed 6,258 case reports of
influenza complicated by pneumonia, a rate of 10% [3]
compared with the national average of 25% [4]. With those
results in mind and in the setting of the current COVID-19
pandemic, I believe there is an urgent need to conduct
clinical research to assess whether adjunctive OMT treat-
ment can be useful in the management of elderly patients
hospitalized with COVID-19 pneumonia.

From 1999 to 2016, an American-based osteopathic
research group led by Noll published four randomized
controlled trials (RCT) on adjunctive osteopathic
manipulative treatment (OMT) in elderly patients hos-
pitalized with pneumonia [5–8]. The first two RCTs
included 21 [5] and 58 patients [6], respectively, who
were at least 60 years old and hospitalized with acute

pneumonia. These RCTs [5, 6] – both of which should be
considered pilot studies – demonstrated that patients
assigned to the OMT group showed some clinical benefit
compared with a control group.

Noll et al. [7] later performed a double-blind RCT in
which 406 hospitalized subjects aged 50 years or olderwith
pneumonia were randomly assigned to one of three
groups: conventional care only (CCO), light-touch treat-
ment (LT), or OMT. The protocol developed for that study
[7] was in done in accordance with current clinical OMT
applications [9]. An intention-to-treat (ITT) analysis found
no differences between the three groups, while per proto-
col (PP) analysis found significant reductions in hospital
length of stay, duration of intravenous antibiotics, respi-
ratory failure, death, or discharge when the OMT group’s
results were compared with patients who received CCO [7].
In another subgroup ITT analysis [8] of adults aged 75 years
or older, in-hospital mortality rates were lower for the OMT
(1 of 66 [2.0%]) and LT (2 of 68 [3.0%]) groups than the CCO
group (9 of 67 [13.0%]; p=0.005). Specific clinical epide-
miological parameters are reported in the Table [8].

Table: Measures of the effect of adjunctive OMT on in-hospital
mortality among adults aged  years or older hospitalized for
COVID- pneumonia []a.

Measure Formula Value

Mortality in the
control group (Mc)

Mc = (n deaths/n
participants) × 

.%

Mortality in the
treatment group (Mt)

Mt = (n deaths/n
participants) × 

.%

Absolute risk
reduction (ARR)

ARR = Mt − Mc −.%

Relative risk (RR) RR = Mt/Mc .
Relative risk
reduction (RRR)

RRR = [(Mc − Mt)/Mc] ×  .%

Number needed to treat
(NNT)

NNT = /ARR 

aTable developed by the authors from data published in Noll DR,
Degenhardt BF, Johnson JC. Multicenter osteopathic pneumonia study in
the elderly: subgroup analysis on hospital length of stay, ventilator-
dependent respiratory failure rate, and in-hospital mortality rate [].
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PP or subgroup analyses are considered exploratory
analyses when conducting an RCT. Overall, the results of the
2016 Noll et al. [8] study were inconclusive, as exploratory
analyses cannot be considered definitive and additional
studies are needed in order to draw more definite conclu-
sions. Unfortunately, there were no current studies on OMT
in patients with COVID-19 pneumonia registered in the
ClinicalTrials.gov and EudraCT databases as of December 14,
2020. A literature review was recently published that
speculated about the potential use of OMT in COVID-19 pa-
tients, but additional rigorous clinical trials are required [10].

Again, with these limited studies in mind and in the
midst of the current pandemic, there is an urgent need to
generate clinical research about the ways in which OMT
research might be useful in the management of elderly
patients hospitalized with pneumonia complications from
COVID-19.
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