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DISCLAIMER
This course and handouts contain general information about medical conditions and treatments. The information is not advice,
and should not be treated as such.
Limitation of warranties
The medical information in this course and handouts is provided “as is” without any representations or warranties, express or
implied. Healthy Seminars makes no representations or warranties in relation to the medical information on this website.
Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing paragraph, HealthySeminars does not warrant that:
•

The medical information in this course will be constantly available, or available at all; or

•

The medical information in this course is complete, true, accurate, up-to-date, or non-misleading.

Professional assistance
You must not rely on the information in this course as an alternative to medical advice from your doctor or other professional
healthcare provider.
If you have any specific questions about any medical matter you should consult your doctor or other professional healthcare
provider.
If you think you may be suffering from any medical condition you should seek immediate medical attention.
You should never delay seeking medical advice, disregard medical advice, or discontinue medical treatment because of
information on this website.
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Acupuncture and TCM Research

Evidence Based Acupuncture

Stick it to the skeptics: effective insights from acupuncture research
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Lorne Brown

”Communication is part of the process of doing science”
- Simon Payton Jones, Cambridge
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Prenatal acupuncture reduced depression, stress and distress,
whilst also being well-tolerated and free from adverse events.
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Buckle up!
19 TCM acupuncture practitioners from New
Zealand or Australia and 12 New Zealand women
who had recently undergone acupuncture treatment
for primary dysmenorrhea as part of a randomised
controlled trial participated in this qualitative,
pragmatic study.

The overarching theme was that an acupuncture
treatment consisted of "more than needles" for
both practitioners and participants. Practitioners
and participants both discussed the partnership they
engaged in during treatment, based on openness
and trust.
Women felt that the TCM self-care advice was related to
positive outcomes for their dysmenorrhea and increased
their feelings of control over their menstrual symptoms.
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Prof Hugh MacPherson
Your light will forever shine bright in our hearts and it will
be seen in our eyes when we say your name.

www.hughmacpherson.nca.ac.uk
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Legacy
• Acupuncture has a clinically relevant
effect on chronic pain that persists
over time.
• The effect of acupuncture cannot be
explained only by placebo effects.
• Factors in addition to the specific
effects of needling are important
contributors.
• Referral for acupuncture treatment is
a reasonable option for chronic pain
patients.

A total of 20,827 patients were
included in the total 39 trials
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Leading the way
For most acupuncturists, acupuncture is a
complex multicomponent intervention
that includes needling but incorporates
additional components provided they are
drawn from the same acupuncture-based
theoretical framework that underlies the
tradition.
From this perspective, acupuncture is
more than simply the insertion of needles
at specified points.

Pragmatic trials are particularly suited to evaluating the impact of complex interventions, and by
collecting additional data on the non-needling components, and the extent to which they are driven by
theory, secondary analysis can be used to explore whether there are clear associations between
these non-needling components and clinical outcomes.
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An opinion commonly voiced in the acupuncture community is that “acupuncture
cannot be studied using randomized controlled trials”.
We strongly disagree.
Rather, we encourage clinicians and scientists to recognize that much patience
and hard work will be needed before we fully understand how best to use the
tools at our disposal, as well as develop new ones, to study this complex form
of treatment.
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Higher standards

CONsolidated Standards Of Reporting Trials

This study has provided evidence of an improvement
in reporting of STRICTA and CONSORT items over
the time period from 1994 to 2015. Journals that
endorse STRICTA have a better record in terms of
reporting quality.
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The domains related to study design, rationale of the
intervention, and specific criteria relating to the acupuncture
characteristics including:
• needling stimulation whether manually or using
electrostimulation,
• duration and frequency of treatment,
• and practitioner training.
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Dosage
Experienced acupuncture clinicians need to
work at developing best practice clinical
quality guidelines to guide both researchers
and clinicians to reach, at the very least, an
understanding of:
• how many treatments,
• over what period of time,
acupuncture therapy may need to
be applied to achieve maximum
therapeutic benefit.
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Dosage
To help guide future research and clinical practice, more
systematic reviews/meta-analyses of existing acupuncture
trials should be undertaken with sub-group analysis to
measure the influence of different factors on clinical
outcomes.
These should include: (but are not limited to)
• treatment frequency,
• total number of treatments, and
• the training and experience of acupuncturists involved
in the study design and the delivery of the intervention.

Although 61% are seeing their patients once a week, qualitative data revealed that practitioners
would prefer to see their patients twice a week, which would be more in line with the literature.
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The characteristics of treatment more favourable to improving birth outcomes included
more treatments, timing treatments in the period before and on the day of embryo
transfer (ET), and using a modified Paulus protocol on the day of ET.
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Three or more treatments and the use
of a modified treatment protocol were
significant effect modifiers on clinical
pregnancy.

The timing of treatment was also a significant modifier,
with treatments post the day of embryo transfer
showing no benefit on clinical pregnancy.

Acupuncture appears to have a significant effect on clinical pregnancy rate,
independent of comparator group, when used in women who have had multiple
previous IVF cycles, or where there was a low baseline pregnancy rate.
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Complexity
of
Clinical
Reality
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Key Papers
2020
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Migraines
Manual acupuncture was more effective than sham
acupuncture and usual care in reducing migraine
headaches.

Twenty sessions of manual acupuncture
was superior to sham acupuncture and
usual care for the prophylaxis of episodic
migraine without aura.

One strength of this study is the authors’ choice of control intervention.
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Migraines
Xu and colleagues’ used a non-penetrating needle for
sham acupuncture essential because penetrative sham
acupuncture is not inert, and activates pathways involved
in pain.

The current study used an additional arm of usual treatment (including advice on lifestyle and
self-management), controlling for the therapeutic effects of contact with a clinician, which
contribute to strong placebo effects in migraine trials.
The practitioners working in this trial were highly skilled, and had five years’ experience.
Treatment sessions involved 10 hours of acupuncture in total.
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Cytokine storm
Professor of Neurobiology Qiufu Ma, PhD

In the study, acupuncture stimulation influenced
how animals coped with cytokine storm - the
rapid release of large amounts of cytokines,
inflammation-fueling molecules.
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Treatment A
• low-intensity electroacupuncture (0.5 milliamperes) to
a specific point on the hind legs of mice with cytokine
storm caused by a bacterial toxin.
This stimulation activated the vagus-adrenal axis,
inducing secretion of dopamine from the chromaffin cells
of the adrenal glands.

Animals treated this way had lower levels of three key
types of inflammation-inducing cytokines and had
greater survival than control mice:
• 60% of acupuncture-treated animals survived,
• compared with 20% of untreated animals.
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The vagus-adrenal axis could be activated through
hindlimb electroacupuncture but not from abdominal
acupoints - a finding that shows the importance of acupoint
selectivity in driving specific anti-inflammatory pathways.
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Treatment B
• high-intensity electroacupuncture (3 milliamperes) to
the same hind leg acupoint as well as to an acupoint
on the abdomen of mice with sepsis.
That stimulation activated noradrenergic nerve
fibers in the spleen.

The timing of treatment was critical - high-intensity stimulation of the abdomen produced
markedly different outcomes depending on when treatment occurred.
Animals treated with acupuncture immediately before they developed cytokine storm,
experienced lower levels of inflammation during subsequent disease and fared better.
This preventive measure of high-intensity stimulation increased survival from 20 to 80 percent.
By contrast, animals that received acupuncture after disease onset and during the peak of
cytokine storm experienced worse inflammation and more severe disease.
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Precision & Detail
The new study is an important step in
mapping the neuroanatomy of acupuncture,
the research team said.

https://hms.harvard.edu/news/quieting-storm
New study shows acupuncture can tame inflammation in
mice, providing a critical step toward defining the
neuroanatomical mechanisms underlying acupuncture.

The findings demonstrate how the same stimulus could produce
dramatically different results depending on location, timing and intensity.
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Research Literacy
Why is it important?
Best practice

Professional credibility

Engage with other healthcare
practitioners
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Focus
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Want to learn more?
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Thank you!

Sandro Graca

sandro@evidencebasedacupuncture.org
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