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ACUPUNCTURE:

Effective for Diabetes?

“A good fortune may forbode a bad luck, which may in turn disguise a good fortune.” - Chinese Proverb

D

iabetes is one of the most prevalent chronic
diseases in the US and cases are rising at an
alarming rate. As of 2020, over 10% of the U.S.
population have diabetes (this is up from about
6% in 2000 1, and prevalence is also expected
to double in the next 20 years 2). 95% of those
cases are type 2.3 Because of this, a lot of the
conversation around diabetes as a chronic health
issue is referring to type 2 diabetes and it’s
defining culprit: insulin resistance.
Insulin resistance can be understood as the
ineffective use of insulin in the body leading
to poor control of blood sugar and is usually
associated with excess body weight. Until recently
it was generally only seen in adults, but more
and more children are diagnosed every day
due to poor diet and inactivity. This metabolic
syndrome can lead to vascular issues, neuropathy,
and kidney problems. In fact, diabetes type
2 is associated with a 2 to 3-fold risk of heart
attacks and stroke 4. Other complications include
blindness and lower limb amputation. In 2019, it
was the 9th leading cause of death with 1.5 million
deaths directly caused by diabetes. 5
Modern approaches are mainly drug-based
though any successful management program will
include diet and lifestyle changes. Metformin is the
drug of choice for most as it reduces the amount
of sugar the liver releases into your blood, while
also helping the body to respond better to insulin
(the hormone responsible for bringing sugar into
the cell and out of the blood). A1C is the typical
blood-test used to gauge a person’s average blood
sugar and treatment progress. Currently, with
western treatment, only about 50% of people
reach their A1C target 6, which clearly leaves some
room for improvement and alternative therapies.

So, what about acupuncture? There is
definitely a need for more research and
prospective studies are continuously designed
and await funding, but so far the established
research is very promising.
In a 2018 study of 90 rats, it was found that
within 3 weeks, diabetic rats that received
electroacupuncture at specific acupuncture points
had lower glucose levels, increased insulin levels
and improved glucose tolerance 7. Acupuncture
also shows significant benefit as an adjunctive
therapy to pharmaceutical treatment. In 2015,
an article published in Acupuncture in Medicine
reviewed studies using rats in which scientists
combined electroacupuncture with metformin.
It was found that the combination of metformin
and acupuncture offered better glucose lowering
effects and greater insulin sensitivity when
compared with metformin alone. 8

Acupuncture has also been shown to assist in
weight loss while reducing blood sugar levels
in type 2 diabetes patients. Sanming County
Hospital of Integrated Medicine researchers
(Fujian) conducted a clinical trial of obese patients
diagnosed with type 2 diabetes. A group receiving
“routine care” (metformin plus lifestyle guidance)
was compared with another group receiving
routine care plus regular acupuncture. Although
weight loss was statistically significant for both
groups, reductions were significantly greater in
the acupuncture group as measured by BMI (Body
Mass Index). 9
One of the top complaints doctors and
acupuncturists alike hear from patients with
diabetes type 2 is neuropathy (weakness,
numbness and pain, usually in the hands and
feet). This is because, over time, uncontrolled
blood sugar damages the nerves. Studies also
show that acupuncture can be very effective in
easing the suffering from such complications. In
a review of 13 random controlled trials looking
at acupuncture and various types of neuropathy,
the majority showed benefit in the treatment of
diabetic neuropathy. 10
Acupuncture takes the approach of bringing the
individual body back into balance with itself and
the environment, so each person’s treatment will
be based on a customized plan. TCM (Traditional
Chinese Medicine) offers personalized diet
and lifestyle guidance towards this aim as well.
Given the growing prevalence of this metabolic
disorder and the limitations of modern treatment,
acupuncture should be a consideration for anyone
concerned with prevention and/or treatment of
this disease.
Acupuncture is a cost-effective way to support
the body’s metabolism whether or not diabetes
is a concern. Call today to set yourself up with
some energy-boosting treatments that can help
to regulate hormones and strengthen digestive
function!
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