Acupuncture and Pain: HOW?
Over the past four decades Acupuncture has become a topic of investigation and discussion in medical research and education, government funded studies and scientific investigation both in the US and internationally. Very often this investigation centers on ‘how it works’ and ‘ if it works’ which are logical questions,  considering the large social investment required for adoption by today’s mainstream health-care and insurance systems.  Most people who are successful acupuncture patients may not be able to detail the answers to these questions themselves, but the majority are content with the fact that it ‘did work’.  
 Acupuncture is best described in terms that admittedly, are deep-seated Chinese concepts such as Qi, (pron. “Chee”). However, I find that when I discuss ‘Qi’ with pain patients in my own Acupuncture clinic  I may confuse them as ‘Qi’ is a broad and amorphous concept that tends to lack scientific plausibility when heard through Western ears.  So, I have become very comfortable saying the following term often: “Circulation” - this is not to say that Qi is circulation, but circulation definitely is a good example of one manifestation of Qi in the body.  And really, under normal circumstances, what nerve, bone, blood vessel, organ, tendon or muscle does not benefit from improved or increased circulation?  If I was to truly posit a full rationale for Acupuncture I simply could not do so in a two -column article;  The depth and breadth of Chinese Medicine is enormous and it cannot be easily abbreviated for the sake of complying to Western standards.  Acupuncture is a tradition, not a modern disciple; it is complex and diverse and organic; not easily pushed into bio-statistical models of criterion study.      
In discussing Pain, it is good to note that approx. 80% of all visits to US physicians are for pain-related problems for which the treatment is largely ambulatory, self-administered pharmaceutical intervention.  Acupuncture is a very real and useful alternative to these pain medications and, in fact, many patients come to see me to get “off of” various medications that are too often ineffective anyway. This leads to the common medical statement that ‘acupuncture works by analgesia’, meaning that its effectiveness is simply due to a series of neurological signals to the midbrain, hypothalamus, thalamus and cerebral cortex.  While I cannot deny that that this may/does occur, the neurological events elicited by the acupuncture needles is only part of the picture; there is far more occurring than the manipulation of nerve signals. This brings us back to circulation; in Chinese Medicine we say ‘Where there is Pain there is lack of free flow’  I am very clear with my patients that my goal is to create a free-flowing environment around the pain-site such that the body can heal itself – Surely you have confidence in the processes of inflammation, counter-inflammation, anti-inflammation and repair?    Think of acupuncture as a tool by which we can orchestrate repair   – Acupuncture speaks to both the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems, which regulate much of the body’s physiology, and further, a vascular effect occurs, such that the needles are said to have a ‘profound effect on microvasculature’, the level at which cell repair occurs and where the immune system is also involved. Essentially, Acupuncture is a method by which we can elicit predictable physiologic responses in the body to create a therapeutic situation through the interplay of the nervous, endocrine and immune systems…also known simply as ‘improved circulation’ resulting in  less pain and more repair and healing. 
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