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The aim of this assignment is to explain the role of acupuncture as a complementary therapy in health and social care in comparison to conventional treatments and its overall effectiveness in enhancing good health and maintaining wellbeing.
Complementary and alternative medicines (CAM) are a type of diagnosis and way to treat or prevent illnesses from occurring, by complementing conventional medicines with an alternative treatment which is not within mainstream healthcare. When orthodox treatments are unsuccessful, a more diverse framework must be established to contribute to an overall healthier outcome (Posadzki, et al., 2013). 
With so much awareness and spread of illnesses today, many people have started to search for how to improve their lifestyles. Therefore, many people within the UK have started to use complementary therapies as well as conventional medicines so they cannot only have their symptoms treated but help maintain a balance of their emerging conditions too (Raby, 2021). The most prevalent types of complementary treatment therapies are herbalism, aromatherapy, homeopathy, acupuncture, massage and reflexology. Many studies have shown the main effectiveness and relaxing effects of CAMs (Ernst, et al., 2004). As the use of CAMs are at a high cost, they are limited on the NHS, or unavailable.  However, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) do recommend the use of CAMs as they are the ones who provide guidance to the NHS regarding which therapies are not only effective, but cost effective as well (NHS, 2018). 
In some areas of the UK, some GP practices recommend complementary therapies (Networks, 2021). However, the highest recognised and most widely available CAM on the NHS is acupuncture, used in pain clinics and hospices in the UK (NHS, 2018).
History of Acupuncture
The oldest form of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) originated in China over three millenniums ago. It is based on Taoist philosophy from 1500 BC. History tells us the first use of acupuncture needles was in the fifth century BC, and the main theories of acupuncture were recognised between 400 and 200BC in the Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Internal Medicine. Here a description of the five phases and Yin and Yang, were found, which are important natural forces within traditional Chinese medicine. Acupuncture became strongly accepted as a medicinal treatment during the Sui dynasty in 589–618 AD (Leake, et al., 1999). After 3000 years in China, Europe and America started to practice acupuncture from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century and has since developed rapidly (Zhuang, et al., 2013). 
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While practicing acupuncture, practitioners follow the methods to stimulate and open the meridians internally at specific points around the body, depending on which body part/illness are to be treated. Acupuncture treats a range of different health issues as recommended by NICE: chronic pain, chronic tension-type headaches, migraines, nausea, musculoskeletal conditions (joint pain) and pain conditions (dental pain, postoperative pain), (NHS, 2018). 
The philosophy indicates when people have a strong interaction within their environment, their health and overall wellbeing are affected, becoming unbalanced through the internal meridians (internal body pathways) becoming blocked or having too little flow or too much flow of energy or life force, called Qi. To unblock these meridians, acupuncture is carried out through needles being inserted to stimulate the flow again and open the pathways and help balance the flow (Weppner, et al., 2021). Once the needles are inserted in the acupoints, they are left for 15-30 minutes, the Qi starts to flow through the fourteen meridians, which run longitudinally in the body. There are over 500 acupoints in the body, which the Qi runs through and are the points which affect the way all the organs and inside body tissues work. Through these techniques the body can stimulate release of endorphins (pain relieving substances), which helps relieve pain symptoms and decrease inflammation (bmihealthcare, 2021). From this procedure, an internal balance is created, Yin and Yang and the five elements are the forces which work balancing the body’s Qi. As Yin and Yang are opposites, however together they balance the natural life energy forces (Leake, et al., 1999). 
Efficacy of Acupuncture Compared to Conventional Medicine
Allopathic medicines are evidence-based medications as they are always running clinic trials on them and researching them. Over the years, acupuncture has become much more popular compared to conventional medicines. As, when conventional medicines are used long term, they can have long term side effects. However, they can also cure the illness straight away, through operating or pain relief medication. However, the effect could be short-term treatment only, as the pain can wear off quickly when the medication starts to wear off (Siamak,et al., 2012). 
You can cure a headache with some paracetamol and have temporary pain relief. However, if you try to cure a headache through acupuncture, clinical trials showed in 1999, a comparative study on treating migraine with acupuncture against conventional drugs treatment was carried out. Sixty-four patients were equally split into two groups, and one was treated through acupuncture, the other was given allopathic medicine. The results showed an overall larger effectiveness in the acupuncture group showing a result of 93.8% and the conventional medicine results were at a lower effective result of 62.5% (Gao, et al., 1999).
In 2014 another study was carried out, researching a comparison between the effects of acupuncture and conventional medicines in acute torticollis (a musculoskeletal irritation causing pain and spasms in neck muscles). The results showed 80% of patients were cured after one session of acupuncture, which showed extreme effectiveness on the sample size who had acupuncture treatment on their mobility and pain. It was much more effective than pharmacotherapy (Abdelghani, et al., 2014).
In 2009, a randomised trial was carried out on 638 adults for 10 of all the treatments over 7 weeks of acupuncture, simulated acupuncture, and usual care for chronic lower back pain. The results showed all the groups to be similar across them all, with individualised acupuncture at n=157 as the lowest outcome, simulated acupuncture at n=162, standardised acupunctures result at n=158 and usual (conventional medicine) at n=161. These results do show simulated acupuncture (through electrical stimulation) to be an effective treatment for chronic lower back pain, however, it is still not clear if this method is a result due to a placebo effect or non-specific effects (Cherkin, et al., 2009).
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Acupuncture should be practiced by accredited and licenced practitioners to be able to ensure they are complying with the correct legislation: Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 (Scie, 2020), Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 1982 and adhering to the correct rules and regulations. They should be registered by a body accredited by the Professional Standards Authority for Health and Social Care, like the British Acupuncture Council, Acupuncture Association of Chartered Physiotherapist (AACP), Complementary & Natural Healthcare Council (CNHC). By ensuring the practitioner is following these guidelines it will reduce and help prevent any serious risks as they will always use sterile equipment (NHS, 2018).
All trained practitioners follow thorough procedures by filling out health forms before any procedure is taken as they do not recommend acupuncture if you are suffering from any active infections as you can be at risk of developing neoplastic cells. If a patient is taking anticoagulants, it is also a contraindication as you can risk having a haemorrhage. Another dangerous factor is if you suffer from seizures, undergoing acupuncture could result in increasing the risk of more seizures.  If you also have a pacemaker, it could react with electro-stimulated needles. As needles are involved in acupuncture diseases can spread, nerve injury could occur or even organ puncture. However, it is not often complications occur, unless undertaken with unqualified practitioners (Van Hal, et al., 2021).
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Many studies have been carried out on acupuncture to find out how truly effective it could be to help treat health issues and has shown that scientists are starting to understand it is successful for some conditions: neck pain, osteoarthritis, headaches (NCIHH, 2016).
Over time, it has been extremely difficult to investigate if acupuncture is an effective treatment and to find out if there are any physiological and biological mechanisms (Zhuang, et al., 2013). 
According to NCCIH after thorough research it is apparent acupuncture helps control and manage pain, however the effectiveness of evidence for other health conditions is inconclusive (NCCIH, 2016).
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It is apparent that conventional medicines treat the illness the patient is suffering from directly, however, acupuncture helps treat the person holistically as it supports your body’s healing ability to restore the balance of your physical and emotional wellbeing (Birch, 2019). 
Overall, both are effective treatments, however, acupuncture doesn’t have long-term side effects in comparison to conventional medications. As effects of acupuncture on the brain and body haven’t been clinically trialled enough, there is inconclusive evidence of the full effectiveness of acupuncture, as they are only beginning to be understood. 
In conclusion, with the overall effectiveness it appears that all the evidence investigated, suggests that the effectiveness of acupuncture could be due to the placebo effect of patients believing and expecting that they will have positive results, especially as the practitioner helps them to believe, therefore these could also be an important psychological factor of the beneficial effects of treating pain through acupuncture (Van Hal, et al., 2021).
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