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RESEARCH 

Cupping therapy is the current poster-
child for Chinese medicine, thanks to its 
eye-catching use by photogenic Olympic 
athletes such as Michael Phelps. 

There has been a flurry of interest 
in the media, including the usual 
journalistically-manufactured tug of war 
between enthusiastic anecdotal reports 
of its usefulness by those who have 
received it and ‘believe in it’ on one side, 
and sceptics saying it has ‘no scientific 
basis’ on the other. 

Below are summaries of some of 
the most recent scientific studies on 
cupping. Hopefully they will be of use to 
practitioners trying to explain the benefits 
and mechanisms of cupping to patients, 
journalists and sceptics alike.

Evidence for cupping as a treatment for 
musculoskeletal pain is promising. In the most 
recently reported (2016) clinical study, 60 
Taiwanese subjects with neck and shoulder 
pain received either cupping therapy (CT) 
at local points or no treatment. Neck pain 
intensity decreased by six points on a ten-
point scale in the cupping group, but did not 
change in the control group. Cupping was also 
shown to increase skin surface temperature, 
due to increased blood flow resulting from 
vasodilation, and reduce blood pressure. 

In a 2013 German study, 61 patients with 
chronic neck pain were randomised to either 
partner-delivered, home-based cupping 
massage, or progressive muscle relaxation, and 
asked to undertake the assigned treatment twice 
weekly for 12 weeks. After the treatment period, 
both cupping and relaxation groups showed 
clinically relevant reductions in subjective 
pain reports compared to baseline, without 
significant differences between the two types 
of treatment. However, cupping performed 
significantly better in terms of increased 
wellbeing and decreased objective pain 
threshold measurements. 

The Effectiveness of Cupping Therapy on Relieving 
Chronic Neck and Shoulder Pain: A Randomized 
Controlled Trial. Evid Based Complement Alternat 
Med. 2016;2016:7358918 〉 tinyurl.com/h4ngmcd

Effectiveness of home-based cupping 
massage compared to progressive  muscle 
relaxation in patients with chronic neck pain--a 
randomized controlled trial. PLoS One. 2013 Jun 
7;8(6):e65378 〉 tinyurl.com/hrgx9v7

Small preliminary studies support the use of 
cupping for low back pain and knee osteoarthritis. 
Twenty-one patients with chronic back pain 
received a single session of cupping over the 
lower erector spinae muscles in a US pilot study. 

Significant improvements were found in the 
subjects’ perceived pain after the treatment, 
and they also showed increased pressure pain 
tolerance and increased range of motion. 
German researchers allocated 40 patients with 
knee osteoarthritis to either eight sessions of 
cupping over four weeks or no intervention 
(both groups were allowed to take painkillers). 
Compared with controls, patients who received 
cupping demonstrated statistically and clinically 
significant differences in osteoarthritis measures 
(including pain, stiffness and physical function) 
after four weeks of treatment and these persisted 
at eight week follow up. Meanwhile an Indian 
team found that the effects of cupping therapy on 
knee osteoarthritis symptoms were comparable 
to that of paracetamol, in terms of analgesia, 
inflammatory control and resolution of oedema, 
with minimal side effects compared with the drug.

A pilot study analysing the effects of Chinese cupping 
as an adjunct treatment for patients with subacute 
low back pain on relieving pain, improving range of 
motion, and improving function. J Altern Complement 
Med. 2014 Feb;20(2):113-7) 〉 tinyurl.com/zl3x7ga

Pulsatile dry cupping in patients with osteoarthritis 
of the knee - a randomized controlled exploratory 
trial. BMC Complement Altern Med. 2012 Oct 
12;12:184 〉 tinyurl.com/zyw4jr6

Management of knee osteoarthritis with cupping 
therapy. J Adv Pharm Technol Res. 2013 
Oct;4(4):217-23

The most up-to-date and comprehensive 
review of the evidence supporting cupping as 
a treatment for musculoskeletal pain is a 2015 
paper by two Israeli authors, published in the 
Journal of Bodywork & Movement Therapies. 
They trace the history of cupping therapy, 
summarise clinical studies and examine its 
mechanical and physiological mechanisms of 
action, as well as its potential complications. 
The authors report that the physiological effects 
of cupping are based on its ability to activate 
the immune system, both by increasing lymph 
flow and by causing local inflammation. Tissue 
trauma leads to increased blood flow, followed 
by activation of the complement cascade and 
an increase in concentrations of histamine, 
serotonin, potassium ions, prostaglandins 
and bradykinin, as well as pro-inflammatory 
cytokines (including interleukins, tumor 
necrosis factor and interferon). Cupping also 
instigates an analgesic effect via nerves that 
are sensitive to mechanical stimulation. Its 
mechanism of action in this regard is similar 
to acupuncture in that it activates A∂ and C 
nerve fibres, which provoke the diffuse noxious 
inhibitory control (DNIC) system - a pain 
modulation pathway which has been described 
as ‘pain inhibits pain’. In addition, as a form 
of massage and social interaction, cupping can 
induce comfort and relaxation on a systemic 

level, and the resulting increase in endogenous 
opioid production leads to improved pain 
control. The authors conclude that since 
cupping is an inexpensive, non-invasive and 
low-risk (if performed by a trained practitioner) 
therapeutic modality, that it should be included 
in the arsenal of musculoskeletal medicine.

Arya Nielsen’s extensive work on the 
mechanisms of gua sha is also highly relevant 
to cupping, since many of the same therapeutic 
actions apply. The two techniques cause a 
significant increase in surface microperfusion, 
and the therapeutic petechiae caused by both 
are due to red blood cells that have extravasated 
from the capillary bed. Nielsen explains that 
as this blood is reabsorbed, the breakdown of 
haemoglobin upregulates gene expression for 
heme oxygenase-1 (HO-1), an enzyme that 
is an antioxidant and cytoprotectant, as are 
its products (biliverdin, bilirubin and carbon 
monoxide).

And...if you really want to geek out on the 
intricacies of the underlying neurobiological 
bases for cupping and related therapies like gua 
sha, look no further than Musial et al’s 2013 
review paper on the subject.

New is the well-forgotten old: The use of dry cupping 
in musculoskeletal medicine. J Bodyw Mov Ther. 2016 
Jan;20(1):173-8 〉 tinyurl.com/ho7mqdu

The Science of Gua Sha 〉 tinyurl.com/glh29ph

Naturopathic reflex therapies for the treatment 
of chronic back and neck pain - Part 1: 
Neurobiological foundations. Forsch Komplementmed. 
2013;20(3):219-24 〉 tinyurl.com/ho9tokg

Positive short-term effects of cupping on 
reducing pain intensity compared with no 
treatment, heat therapy, usual care, and 
conventional drugs were confirmed in a 2014 
systematic review covering 16 trials with 921 
participants. However, since only six of these 
trials were assessed as low risk of bias, many 
more high quality research studies are of course 
needed in order to fully confirm the efficacy of 
the treatment in western scientific terms.

Cupping therapy for acute and chronic pain 
management: a systematic review of randomized 
clinical trials. Journal of Traditional Chinese Medical 
Sciences 2014;1(1):49–61 〉 tinyurl.com/hmrjtaf

With thanks to the Journal of Chinese Medicine
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REVIEW

I have to say, I was a little excited at the 
prospect of reviewing Peter Deadman’s 
new book. I can assure you, I have not 
been disappointed in the reading of it. 

The first test any book has to pass for me, as a 
bit of a book nerd and one-time librarian, is that 
it has to please all senses. The cover has to look 
and feel right. The paper needs to feel good, and 
the print be ‘just so’. And then there is the sniff 
test; I know to some this may sound strange, but 
I also know I’m not alone in this. When I open a 
new book I just have to sniff it! I’m happy to 
report that Live Well Live Long passed all with 
flying colours. 

I read it from cover to cover in a single day, 
pausing only for essential actions like 
replenishing my tea cup. It is extremely well 
written and has a natural flow to it. Aimed at the 
lay person as well as practitioner, the language 
used is easy to follow and absorb. 

Live Well Live Long is a ‘workshop manual for 
the care of the human body, mind and spirit’. It 
covers everything from birth to death with all 
that is needed to have a happy, healthy, long life 
in between. 

Starting with an overview of yansheng 
(nourishment of life), the first few chapters 
focus on the challenge of health, why we get ill, 
and what determines our longevity. The 
remainder of the book then covers in greater 
detail the varied health cultivation traditions 
and how we can use them now to improve our 
quality and length of life. 

Each chapter covers a specific area of life – 
sleep, diet, affairs of the bedroom, and yes, there 
is a whole chapter dedicated to tea – and along 
with a liberal sprinkling of appropriate 
quotations explains the traditional teachings. 
Quotations are given from diverse sources 
including Chinese proverbs, Sun Simiao, 

Hippocrates, Bob Dylan, William 
Shakespeare, Woody Allen, and my own 
favourite philosopher, Winnie the Pooh (alias 
AA Milne): ‘”Supposing a tree fell down, 
Pooh, when we were underneath it?” 
“Supposing it didn’t,” said Pooh after careful 
thought. Piglet was comforted by this.’

All the teachings are firmly backed up by 
references to modern lifestyle research, but 
at no point does it become difficult, heavy 
going to read, or condescending. Although I 
had the opportunity to read the whole book 
in a single sitting, it would be equally useful 
as a reference manual, to dip into a relevant 
chapter as and when needed; I’m sure I will be 
doing so. 

This book truly is a comprehensive 
workshop manual for life. I would 
recommend it to all practitioners as a source 
of lifestyle advice, not only for their patients 
but also for themselves. I have learned a 
huge amount from it and will certainly be 
recommending it to those patients who 
express the need to see the bigger picture and 
take on the challenge of being responsible 
for their own long healthy life. I will also be 
changing a few of my own lifestyle habits, and 
maybe ticking a few more books off the given 
list of further reading!

And my favourite wise words from Mr 
Deadman himself? There are so many to 
choose from and with every turn of a page I 
discovered a new favourite phrase. But for the 
moment, this:

‘It is easy to become overwhelmed by 
life. We can readily become bored, restless, 
anxious, bitter, irritable or distracted. And of 
course we can suffer deeply in many different 
ways. We can be unconscious, almost, that 
we are actually alive and spend more time 
wishing we were somewhere else, with 
someone else, doing something else than 
being where we actually are. 

‘Yet this one life, this only life we have, 
passes in a blur of moments, hours, days, 
weeks, years. When we contemplate the 
brief, precious spell of life that we enjoy 
compared to the infinity of time before and 
after, it seems clear that we should try to 
relish every moment.’

WebWatch
newscientist.com/subject/earth/
An obvious choice for the ‘environment’ theme. Earth 
and environment news, articles, and features from 
New Scientist. No explanation required.

fengshuisociety.org.uk
Here’s the place to go to find an expert able to 
identify how the layout of your surroundings may be 
influencing your wellbeing and help you to create a 
supportive, harmonious environment. Feng Shui is 
described here as ‘a specialised body of knowledge 
used to evaluate and enhance the relationship 
between people, the built environment and the natural 
landscape’. The Feng Shui Society also arrange events 
and courses, for those who want to go deeper into 
learning how to organise the world around them. 

humanspaces.com
Human Spaces is an online community exploring 
the impact of biophilic design. Biophilia was a term 
introduced by Harvard biologist EO Wilson to describe 
human affinity with the natural world. Human Spaces 
examines what are the effects of integrating natural 
elements with building design on our senses, emotions, 
health and wellbeing, and business productivity. Looking 
at how to bring the outside inside, the contributors are 
varied and include architects, designers, psychologists, 
social health specialists, and experts in sustainability 
and biodiversity.

resurgence.org
Founded in 1966, Resurgence is thought to be the 
longest-running environmental magazine in Britain: 
‘as much family and community as magazine … 
Resurgence is about the Earth we all inhabit and the 
Earth each one of us inhabits’. Here you can read 
about the magazine’s editor, former monk and long-
term peace and environment activist, Satish Kumar. 
There are open access articles from the latest issue, 
including ‘Food for Thought, Memories for Living’, 
and ‘Don’t Turn Your Nose Up at Fragrance’, plus a 
wonderful gallery of images by artists whose work 
chimes with the spiritual and ecological message of 
Resurgence. You can also find out about the work 
of the Resurgence Trust and why you might want to 
support them.

facebook.com/artofacupuncture/
sellfy.com/artofacupuncuture
This guy offers his low-res photos free for 
acupuncturists to use on social media. He also sells 
the high-res versions pretty cheaply for commercial 
use, for example he has some nice cupping shots. 
Could come in very handy …
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