                                   Dr. Meng-Sheng Lin

                                       ACUPUNCTURE CENTER

                                   2007 N. COLLINS BLVD. SUITE 307

                                           RICHARDSON, TX 75080

                                                     (972) 644-2608

Perhaps more starting to the western mind is how the Chinese have healed themselves during the past 50 centuries. The use of acupuncture, a standard treatment modality in Asia for more than 2000 years, has been growing dramatically in North America and Europe over the past decade. The First documented mention of acupuncture dates back to the earliest extent Chinese medical textbook from the first century BCE, compiled between 500-300 BC,  Huangdi Neijing (Canon of Medicine), It is a summary of medical experience and theoretical knowledge prior to the Warring State period. The book consists of two parts, Suwen send Lingshu, describes the basic theories of traditional Chinese medicine, such as Ying Yang, the five elements, zang-fu,(viscera and bowels) channels and collaterals, Qi (vital energy), and blood, etiology, pathology, diagnostic methods and differential of sysdromes,as well as basic knowledge concerning acupuncture points and needing methods.  But its actual use may predate this time period. The Western world first gained knowledge of this technique about 300 years ago, when European missionaries in China observed and reported its use.

 Various surveys and organizations have estimated that approximately 5000 students are currently enrolled in acupuncture and traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) schools in the United States. In addition, 75% of US medical schools offer courses on complementary and alternative medicine (CAM). More than 12,000 certified or licensed acupuncturists are estimated to be practicing in the United State. Acupuncture has been demonstrated by clinical trails that it is helpful in the management of many chronic complaints which have not responded successful to Western medical therapy. For example, in the treatment intractable chronic pain, acupuncture provides a potent therapeutic alternative which often proven superior to drugs and or surgery. Long term use of analgesic agents often proves undesirable side effect and may lead to development of tolerance. In addition, acupuncture has been proved to be extremely safe, effective and free from serious side effects. One out of three Americans are seeking for alternative medicine or Acupuncture nowadays.  With these numbers expected to grow, the likelihood of a physician employing acupuncture or seeing a patient who has or will use acupuncture continue to rise, making a basic understanding of acupuncture increasingly important to the health care providers.   

Introduction: History and Overview

Acupuncture and moxibustion are important component procedures in traditional Chinese medicine which is the method of preventing, treating and mitigating human ailments by piercing certain points on the body with metal needles at various depths and angles along the meridium, or applying heat with ignited moxa wool.  Four thousands of years it has played and important role in curing diseases and protecting the health of Chinese people. As far back as 4000 years ago, people used needles fashioned of stone for curative purposes. These are known as bian and are rudiment of acupuncture. When human society entered the Bronze and then the Iron Age, needles made of these metals were substituted for the stone bian. And with the development of social productive technique, needling instruments were constantly improved, providing conditions for further refinement of acupuncture. Moxibustion originated after the introduction of fire into man’s life. It is assumed that while warming themselves by the fire, people in ancient times accidentally found relief or disappearance of certain pain or illness when ‘definite areas of the skin were subjected to burning. Moxa leaves were later chosen as the material for cauterization as they are easy to light and the heat produced is mild and effective in removing obstruction of channels and collaterals. And so the art of moxibustion was established.

How Acupuncture Works

Acupuncture is based upon the principle of there being continuous generation and flow of life force throughout the body. The vital energy is called Qi. Qi activates all the processes of the body, the continuing circulation of blood, the dissemination of fluid in the skin and flesh, joints and the bone hollows, the lubrication of the digestive tract, sweating urination, etc. the circulation of Qi is of two main types; that of nourishing Qi, through the meridians and the blood vessels and that of protecting Qi between the skin and the flesh in the subcutaneous tissues. In the TCM approach, fatigue occurs when the amount of Qi in the body is low, and the flow of Qi through the meridians is hindered or obstructed. The goal of acupuncture is to restore the proper circulation of Qi . Acupuncture points are located where the Qi  moves to the surface of the body. A total of 361 regular acupuncture points fall on the 14 main meridians, whereas 40 (extra-meridian) acupuncture points are not.  In Chinese treatises on acupuncture the effect of pricking the skin with a needle is called “obtaining Qi” at the acupuncture point, there is a feeling of electrical movement. This sensation is described as soreness, swelling, heaviness, or numbness, and if the needle fails to obtain Qi the acupuncture treatment will be ineffective. The bi-polar Life Force, in two polarities namely Yin and Yan, alternate rhythmically during every 24 hours in the meridians. For every yin, there is a corresponding yang. For example, night is yin and day is yang. Man is yang and woman is yin. In human body the tendons and bones are yin and the skin is yang. The internal organs are yin and the external portion of the body is yang. Harmony and good health occur when the flow maintain a proper balance and change yin and the yang.  Imbalanced yin and yang results in shortage, excess, or improper flow of  Qi, blood and body fluids, then disease originated.  This bi-polar life force permeates every cell and tissue, flowing in the paths of meridians, which are traceable on the skin.  These meridians travel longitudinally along the body, interconnect with each other, and often connect with specific visceral organs, such as the heart, gallbladder, and liver etc. There are 14 main meridians used in acupuncture. Each meridian consists of an internal pathway that runs inside the body and external pathway on which numerous acupuncture points lie.  At these points the insertion and manipulation of special needles influence the balance and rhythm of the life force. The meridians are interconnected forming a closed circuit, so that needling sites distant from a site of injury can theoretically affect symptoms.

Acupuncture Techniques

As do practitioners of Western medicine, the acupuncturist first performs a history and physical examination including inspection of tongue and pulsing, based on this information, makes a number of treatment decisions. The acupuncturist determines the points to stimulate; the frequency, duration (20 to 45 minutes), and number of treatments; and the method of stimulation. Some patients respond quickly and require shorter durations or fewer treatments. Stimulation methods include using needles alone, electrical stimulation through needles (electro-acupuncture), lasers and sound waves (sonopuncture), suction (cuping), and heat (moxibustion). In moxibustion, the heat is provided by burning dried and aged mugwort, a medical plant. Points may be selected in the area of affliction (local points), far from the area of affliction (distal points), or both. For example, for bi syndromes (i.e. musculoskeletal problems manifested by soreness, pain, numbness, limited movement, and heavy sensation of the limbs and joints), acupuncture points are located in the area of pain (local points) and distal to the location of symptoms on meridians running through the involved area. 

If needles are used the acupuncturist chooses the type of needles which vary in length, width, and head shape. The acupuncturist also determines the depth (usually 0.5 cm - 8cm) and the direction (i.e. angle) of insertion. The length of the needles used varies depending on the location of the point being needled and the patients body habitus. Points that do not have a large amount of muscle beneath, such as the scalp and face, require the shortest needles and areas with significant muscle mass require the longest needles. If the underlying muscles are thin or internal viscera are close then needles should not be inserted perpendicularly but should be angled appropriately to avoid puncturing important structures. Following insertion needles can be rotated, raised, trusted, or vibrated in various ways. Such manipulation is done to further stimulate the acupuncture point and may be necessary to achieve the proper response. Over manipulation of acupuncture points actually can worsen symptoms temporarily. In general, all of the variables are tailored to the patient’s disease, location of symptoms, location of acupuncture points, body habitus, and the patient’s own response to acupuncture.

Physiologic Effects of Acupuncture

A number of researchers have attempted to elucidate the physiologic effects of acupuncture. Because acupuncture has a wide variety of applications, it is  difficult to evaluate the physiologic basis of each one. The most thoroughly studied application of acupuncture is pain relief, and a number of studies have attempted to determine how acupuncture affects pain. Studies have suggested that analgesic and anesthetic effects of acupuncture result from the release of various endorphins over 200 times potent than morphine. The stimulus promotes release of enkephalin and dynorphin , which attenuate pain transmission through the spinal cord.  The acupuncture stimulus travels up the spinal cord and then to the midbrain, where enkephalin is again released, stimulating the descending pain inhibition pathway. Upon reaching the hypothalamus, the acupuncture stimulus prompts the arcuate nucleus and the pituitary to secret B-endorphin into the midbrain, further activating the descending pain inhibition pathway. The stimulus also includes the pituitary gland to secrete B-endorphin and adrenocorticotropic hormone into the systemic circulation, resulting in systemic anti-inflammatory effects. They are thought to be the body’s natural defenses against pain. Neuro-acupuncture also appears to affect the body channels by stopping the transmission of pain impulses. Much of the evidence has come from basic laboratory research, empiric research reports, and reviews written by scientists.

Acupuncture and oriental medicine are more than painkilling techniques. Although the nervous system relays pain and signals due to physical trauma, pain is often a signal from the body that energy is not flowing smoothly due to stress, improper diet, emotional strain, etc. When the current of life energy is balanced through acupuncture, the nerves, muscles, bones, blood vessels, and organs are revitalized and the condition, which created the pain sensation, is relieved. Neuro-acupuncture is drug-less, safe and natural therapy. 

Acupuncture Indications

Pain Relief 

The most common reason Americans seek acupuncture is pain relief, especially chronic pain. The efficacy of acupuncture for treating pain is generally supported by existing evidence.

WHO-Listed Medical Conditions

The June 1979 World Health Organization (WHO) Interregional Seminar established a list of 40 medical conditions that lend themselves to acupuncture treatment.

· Upper respiratory tract (acute sinusitis, acute rhinitis, common cold, acute tonsillitis)

· Respiratory system (acute bronchitis, asthma)

· Eye (acute conjunctivitis, central retinitis, childhood myopia, uncomplicated cataract)

· Mouth (tooth ache, post-tooth extraction, gingivitis, acute and chronic pharyngitis)

· Gastrointestinal tract (esophageal spasms, hiccup, gastritis, acute and chronic duodenal ulcer, acute and chronic colitis, acute bacillary dysentery, constipation, diarrhea, paralytic ileus)

· Neuromuscular system (headaches/migraines, trigeminal neuralgia, facial palsy, pareses following a stroke, peripheral neuropathy, poliomyelitis, Méniere’s disease, neurogenic bladder, nocturnal enuresis, intercostals neuralgia, cervicobrachial syndrome, sciatica, frozen shoulder, tennis elbow, lower back pain, osteoarthritis) 

Conditions for Which the Use of Acupuncture is Supported by Clinical Studies:

Postoperative or post-chemotherapy nausea and vomiting

Postoperative dental pain

Addiction treatment

Stroke rehabilitation

Headache

Menstrual cramps

Tennis elbow

Fibromyalgia

Myofascial pain

Osteoarthritis

Low back pain

Carpal tunnel syndrome  

Asthma

The panel felt that there was reasonable evidence supporting the efficacy in relieving menstrual cramps, tennis elbow, fibromyalgia, postoperative dental pain, lower back pain, myofascial pain, and epicondylitis, stroke rehabilitation, headache, osteoarthritis, asthma, and carpal tunnel syndrome. Acupuncture has a better overall safety record than many standard therapies. Disposable needles are widely used. Caution should be taken regard to pregnant patients because acupuncture may induce labor. Patients with bleeding disorders or who are on anticoagulant therapy may suffer bleeding problems during and after acupuncture. Needling at tumor sites may promote metastatic dispersal of tumor cells. Finally, patients with medical emergencies should be stabilized before acupuncture is even considered. 

Insurance Coverage for Acupuncture 

Regardless of the need for well-designed clinical trials of acupuncture, its use continues to grow. Currently, Medicare and Medicaid do not cover acupuncture. According to the Web site www.acupuncture.com, there are numerous insurance carriers that have some form of acupuncture coverage, including Aetna, several Blue Cross or Blue Shield plans, Cigna, United Health Care, Aetna Healthcare John Hancock, and Prudential Health Care. Insurance companies continue to add and change their coverage, and coverage varies significantly. The amount of coverage varies widely ranging from small discount from the out-of-pocket payment to total coverage. Patients considering acupuncture should check with their insurance carrier to determine whether and how much acupuncture treatment is covered.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is Acupuncture Painful?

Acupuncture needles are very fine and flexible, about the diameter of a thick hair. Insertion by a skilled practitioner usually will be completely painless. In most cases needles are inserted just below the surface of the skin. There are certain techniques used in oriental medicine, which can be painful, because it is painful to mobilize energy, which has, been stagnating. But acupuncture bears no resemblance to the feeling of getting an injection, as the main source of pain from injection is the hollow needle and he medication being forced into the tissue by pressure. Acupuncture needles are used to attract or disperse energy along the meridians, not to inject.

Can Acupuncture Help People Stop Smoking and Lose Weight?

There are certain acupuncture points, which have been used to treat these problems, but the same point will not work for all people. Correct diagnosis by an experienced practitioner is the surest way to work with these conditions. When the life energy in the body is balanced and flowing smoothly, people often lose their desire to smoke and over eat, as these cravings are often symptoms of the imbalances that existed before the treatment. As the life force returns, sensitivity also returns, so that a patient may temporarily feel worse. 

How Many Treatments are Necessary?

The duration of the disease, the amount of deterioration and the constitution of each patient must be taken into account when determining the number of treatments necessary. Most chronic conditions require a minimum of twenty treatments to alleviate symptoms and balance the energy so that symptoms are not likely to recur. It is suggested that treatments continue after the pain is completely gone. This tends to produce long lasting relief. In cases where a disease has progressed quite far, it is often possible to prevent it from developing further and give sufficient relief so that one can resume reasonable activities. Once a patients various symptoms are removed his health will usually remain in good condition—provided he or she returns for checking up treatments, say once every month or so.                 

Conclusion 

Existing trends suggest that the use of acupuncture in the United States will continue to grow. And the efficacy of acupuncture of acupuncture to clarify and further refine acupuncture techniques. Techniques with Western medicine will continue to emerge. These trends make it increasingly important to have a good understanding of acupuncture, as well as a systematic manner of approaching and understanding acupuncture literature.

The growing interest in and use of acupuncture likely will make such questions increasingly more common. It is important to further introducing  the inspiring, medically validated approach to prevent , treating and mitigating human ailments to reversing the aging process and maintaining a healthy, vibrant, mentally sharp, sexually active life, while strengthening the body’s natural defenses against age-related diseases such as cancer, heart disease and Alzheimer’s.               
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