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Acupuncture for Pain Treatment
 
 Introduction
 The terms "Complementary medicine" or "Alternative medicine" refer to a broad range of healthcare practises that are not part of the country's indigenous culture or traditional healing practice and have not been fully integrated into the dominant healthcare system. (WHO, 2021) Acupuncture is a Chinese medicine therapeutic technique that has grown in popularity over the last 40 years, being one of the most widely used complementary integrative medicine treatments. Its popularity, especially in the West, can be due to its effectiveness for pain reduction and the fact that clinical trials have started to demonstrate its efficacy. (Hao & Mittelman, 2014) In the United Kingdom, about 4 million conventional acupuncture procedures are performed per year, rendering it one of the most common complementary therapies. (Council, 2018) Acupuncture is the most applied in adults to relieve pain. (Hal, et al., 2020)
 
Definition
Acupuncture is the process of inserting tiny, rigid, metallic needles into the skin, stimulated by gentle and specific motions of the therapist's hands or electrical stimulation. TCM (Traditional Chinese Medicine) defines it as a method for regulating the flux of energy or life force, known as chi or qi (chee), which is believed to flow across pathways (or meridians) in the body. Acupuncture physicians claim that by sticking needles into various points in these meridians, the energy supply can be rebalanced. (Medicine, 2021) Also, this procedure stimulates muscles, nerves, and connective tissues. This stimulation is said to boost the body's painkillers and heal a variety of ailments. (Anthony, 2018)
 
History 
Acupuncture is thought to have emerged in China centuries before the Common Era when it was first recorded in documents. Sharpened stones and bones were used as acupuncture treatment instruments in about 6000 BCE. (Huang, 1996) (Ma, 1992) However, these devices may have been used for basic surgical procedures. (Mandal, 2019) Documents concealed within China's Ma-Wang-Dui tomb in 198 BCE reveal no signs of the acupuncture practises but do reference a meridians system. (Chen, 1997)
Furthermore, the tattoo markings are seen on the "Ice Man", named Ötzi, (died in about 3300 BCE), are identical to some stimulatory therapy involving the meridians. (Dorfer, et al., 1999) Dates from about 100 BCE, the Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine, which, is the first book that unequivocally outlined acupuncture as a systematic diagnosis and treatment method. The knowledge is represented by the Emperor's questions and the educated answers of his minister, Chhi-Po. (Baldry, 1993) (Wu, 2007) 
The text most likely originated with the classical Taoist theory. (Kaplan, 1997) The principles of Qi or Chi (life force) were well known at the time, but the anatomical position of the meridians/chines had not yet been defined. (Medicine, 1989) 
Acupuncture was adopted and codified in literature over the years; in addition to diet, massage, herbs, and moxibustion (heat), it gradually developed into one of China's traditional therapies. (Ma, 1992) Acupuncture points used nowadays are featured in bronze sculptures from the fifteenth century. (Ma, 1992) Serving as the basis of modern acupuncture, 'The Great Compendium of Acupuncture and Moxibustion', was written during the Ming Dynasty. It contains detailed lists of 365 points that refer to openings in the channels in which needles to be inserted. (White & Ernst, 2004) From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, acupuncture spread across Europe and America. Acupuncture research began in the eighteenth century and has progressed exponentially since then. (Zhuang, et al., 2013)


Uses of Acupuncture
 It is used to cure a wide range of illnesses. (Chon & Lee, 2013) (Medicine, 2021):
· Chronic pain, such as headaches, low back pain and arthritis pain
· Anxiety
· Sciatica
· post-operative pain
· Addiction
· Insomnia
· Chemotherapy and radiation treatment side effects
· Tinnitus
· Nausea
· Depression
· Sinus congestion
· Menopausal symptoms, including hot flashes
· Stress and anxiety
· Migraines
· Menstrual Cramps
· Weight loss                                                     
Some people use acupuncture to enhance fertility. It is also used to assist people in quitting smoking. and as part of the therapy for other addictions. (Wong, 2020)

Efficacy
For thousands of years, acupuncture has been practised in Asia, but it was only in the last few decades that scientists started investigating it. (Chon & Lee, 2013) Due to its intrusive aspect, the construction of a suitable placebo control group is one of the biggest obstacles in efficacy testing. (Pittler, et al., 2007) 
Pain: The researchers discovered that acupuncture was correlated with reduced pain severity and improved function directly after an acupuncture session compared to no acupuncture. (Chou, et al., 2017) However, according to some other researchers, Acupuncture is a placebo which real history has been manipulated beyond understanding. A recent systematic study of systematic studies of acupuncture for severe pain emphasises this finding and lists the many flaws in acupuncture clinical trials. (Gorski, 2020)
Migraine and Headaches: Scientists analysed 22 previously conducted trials in a 2016 study, published in the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (Participating 4985 participants). In their conclusion, they discovered that incorporating acupuncture into treating migraine symptoms can reduce the number of incidents, but the intensity of the impact is limited compared to a placebo acupuncture treatment. (Linde, et al., 2016)
Although acupuncture has shown success in the treatment of headaches, its efficacy must be properly established before issuing any firm recommendations favouring its usage. (Lee, et al., 2012) 
Arthritis pain: Evidence suggests acupuncture can help with pain, movement, and Health-Related Quality of Life (HRQOL) in Rheumatoid Arthritis patients. However, based on the research used in this systematic analysis, the evidence was not strong enough. (Seca, et al., 2019)
Cancer and Cancer treatment-related pain: Based on many systematic studies and meta-analysis, researchers concluded that acupuncture could relate to substantial decreases in pain severity and opioid usage. (He, et al., 2020)
 
Safety and Side Effects
Acupuncture usually is very safe when performed by a qualified practitioner and sterile needles (Clinic, 2021), and rarely some mild short-term side effects can be experienced, such as (NHS, 2019):
· Drowsiness
· Sick feeling
· Deterioration of pre-existing symptoms
· Dizziness
· Bleeding or bruising when needles insert the skin
· pain from punctures on the skin
 
Contraindications 
Most practitioners advise against acupuncture if the patient has an active infection, especially cutaneous malignancy, since there is a risk of neoplastic cell spread and extreme neutropenia due to the risk of infection. Patients with an AICD (Automatic implantable cardioverter-defibrillator) should resist electric stimuli that may be used as a means of acupuncture. Acupuncture is often not indicated for people who recover from or are predisposed to suffer from psychosis or delusions. (Hal, et al., 2020)
The Acupuncture Association of Chartered Physiotherapists (AACP) identifies the following conditions as contraindications (AACP, 2017):
Absolute contraindications:
· Red flags: Anyone that exhibits alarming signs or "red flags".
· Sepsis: Anyone diagnosed with sepsis or an overwhelming infection.
· Notifiable diseases: Acupuncture should not be used as the first line of therapy.
· Unexplained/ unstable seizure
· Sudden Stroke
· Patients who are unsure or not well-informed of the procedure
· Very young: Very young to comprehend or cooperate with the procedure
· Needle phobia
Local contraindications:
· Swelling
· Tumour
· Movements with no control
· Infection
· Lymph node removal
· Unsteady spine/ spinal metastasis
They also advise to be precautious to treat people who have the following conditions (AACP, 2017):
· People who have pacemakers & electrical implants
· BBV (Blood-borne viruses)
· Cancer
· Diabetes
· Anti-coagulants
· Haemophilia and other clotting disorders
· Valvular heart disease
· Heart conditions
· Epilepsy or seizures
· Poor skin condition
· Allergies
· Circulation issues
· Expecting to conceive
 
Comparison with Modern western medicine 
Differences in the mechanism: Modern Western medicine is mostly based on single-molecule drugs, which simplifies the classification of targeted molecules and their related signalling mechanisms in science. As a result, most drugs produced depend on chemical synthesis. On the other hand, instead of utilising single molecules on single sites, acupuncture and all Chinese medicines seek to treat the biosystem. The aim is to alter the body's bio environment (overall immune system) to produce long-term results.  (Cao & Brown, 2019)
 
Drugs' onset time: Modern Western medicine typically has rapid or immediate effects (Cao & Brown, 2019); however, the modern painkillers, primary issue associated with these drugs are the potential damage they may have on other parts of the body and side effects. For instance, nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory medications (NSAIDs) pain relievers such as Ibuprofen (Motrin, Advil), naproxen (Aleve, Naprosyn), or diclofenac gel has been attributed to an elevated risk of cardiac failure or stroke, as well as stomach ulcers, swelling, and kidney damage. (Felson, 2020) 
Acupuncture was allegedly developed to both adverse effects and cure illness. Although the onset of medicine effectiveness is prolonged in comparison to Western medication, it is safer to use as a painkiller since it considers possible harmful effects. (Council, 2021) (Cao & Brown, 2019)
 
Conclusion
Despite the growing popularity of acupuncture and increasing proof of its safety and efficacy, there is no statutory regulation of acupuncture in England. (NHS, 2019) Contemporary research has shown that contextual factors such as the therapy environment, the therapist's interpersonal skills, and the therapist (the "practitioner-effect") substantially impact the intervention's result. (NICE, 2020) Therefore, the formation of statutory regulation and conducting more systematic research on its efficacy are needed to increase public awareness about acupuncture and enable access to it to treat pain and pain-related illness.
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