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Certificate Programme in Acupuncture for Integrative Cancer Care (United Kingdom)

Acupuncture For Symptom Management

Acupuncture — a needle-based intervention rooted in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) that stimulates
specific points on the body to modulate physiological pathways. In the cancer setting it is employed to
alleviate pain, nausea, fatigue, and anxiety. Example: A patient undergoing chemotherapy may receive a
session targeting LI4 and PC6 to reduce nausea. Challenges include variability in practitioner skill, patient
needle phobia, and limited high-quality evidence for some symptom clusters.

Acupoint — a precise location on a meridian where needle insertion is believed to influence the flow of Qi.

Common points for symptom management include ST36 for fatigue, SP6 for menstrual disturbances, and

GV20 for mood regulation. Selecting the appropriate acupoint requires knowledge of meridian theory and
the specific symptom profile. A challenge is the anatomical variability among individuals, which can affect
reproducibility.

Acupressure — a non-invasive technique that applies manual pressure to acupoints using fingers or devices.
It is often used when needle insertion is contraindicated, such as in patients with severe thrombocytopenia.
For instance, pressing P6 on the wrist may lessen chemotherapy-induced nausea. Limitations involve
reduced physiological effect compared to needle insertion and the need for patient adherence to
self-application protocols.

Adverse Event — any undesirable medical occurrence that may arise during or after an acupuncture session.
In the oncology context, common adverse events are mild bruising, transient dizziness, or fainting. Serious
events such as infection or organ puncture are rare but require strict aseptic technique and thorough
patient screening. Documentation of adverse events supports quality improvement and risk management.

Analgesia — the reduction or elimination of pain. Acupuncture can produce analgesic effects through the
release of endogenous opioids, modulation of inflammatory mediators, and activation of descending
inhibitory pathways. For example, patients with bone metastasis pain may experience a decrease in visual
analogue scale scores after a series of weekly sessions. Challenges include determining optimal dosing
(frequency and duration) and integrating acupuncture with pharmacologic regimens without causing
over-sedation.

Anti-emetic — a drug or intervention used to prevent or treat nausea and vomiting. Acupuncture is
recognized as a non-pharmacologic anti-emetic, particularly when combined with agents such as
ondansetron. The point P6 (Neiguan) is the most studied for this purpose. While evidence supports its
efficacy, clinicians must balance time constraints and patient preferences when offering acupuncture
alongside standard anti-emetics.

Auricular Acupuncture — a specialized form that targets points on the ear, which correspond to body
regions in the somatotopic map. It is frequently used for anxiety, insomnia, and opioid withdrawal
symptoms in cancer patients. The ear point Shenmen is commonly employed to promote relaxation.
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Challenges include the need for specialized training and potential discomfort due to the thin tissue of the
auricle.

Baseline Assessment — the systematic collection of a patient’s symptom severity, functional status, and
medical history before initiating acupuncture. Tools such as the Edmonton Symptom Assessment System
(ESAS) or the Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy (FACT) scales are often employed. Accurate baseline
data enable measurement of treatment effect and guide individualized point selection. Inadequate
assessment can lead to inappropriate point choices and suboptimal outcomes.

Biopsychosocial Model — a framework that considers biological, psychological, and social factors influencing
health. Acupuncture fits within this model by addressing physiological pathways (e.G., Neurotransmitter
release), emotional states (e.G., Anxiety reduction), and social context (e.G., Patient empowerment). Applying
the model encourages holistic care planning but requires interdisciplinary communication and
documentation to capture all dimensions of patient experience.

Cancer-Related Fatigue (CRF) — a persistent, subjective sense of tiredness that is not proportional to recent
activity and impairs daily functioning. Acupuncture targeting ST36, SP6, and KI3 has shown modest
improvements in fatigue scores. Implementation may involve weekly sessions for 4-6 weeks, followed by
reassessment. Barriers include patient fatigue limiting attendance and the need for objective outcome
measures beyond self-report.

Chemotherapy-Induced Nausea and Vomiting (CINV) —a common adverse effect of cytotoxic agents,
classified as acute, delayed, or anticipatory. Acupuncture, especially P6 stimulation, can reduce the incidence
and severity of CINV when used adjunctively with standard anti-emetics. Protocols often recommend needle
retention for 20-30 minutes per session. Challenges involve timing the acupuncture relative to
chemotherapy infusion and ensuring consistency across treatment cycles.

Contraindication — a specific situation or condition in which acupuncture should not be performed. Absolute
contraindications include severe coagulopathy (e.G., INR > 2.5), Local infection at the insertion site, and
patient refusal. Relative contraindications may comprise pacemaker presence (when using
electroacupuncture) and pregnancy (certain points are avoided). Proper screening prevents complications
and maintains patient safety.

Dry Needling — a technique that inserts needles into myofascial trigger points to relieve muscular tension.
Though similar in appearance to acupuncture, it is based on Western musculoskeletal concepts rather than
meridian theory. In cancer rehabilitation, dry needling may address chemotherapy-related myalgia. The
distinction between dry needling and acupuncture is important for professional regulation and patient
consent.

Electroacupuncture — the application of a mild electrical current through inserted needles to enhance
stimulation. It is used for pain, neuropathy, and postoperative ileus. Typical parameters include a frequency
of 2-100Hz and intensity adjusted to patient tolerance. While electroacupuncture can produce stronger
analgesic effects, it raises concerns about device compatibility with implanted cardiac devices and requires
additional equipment management.
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Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) — the integration of the best available research evidence with clinical
expertise and patient values. For acupuncture in oncology, EBP involves reviewing systematic reviews,
understanding the strength of evidence for each symptom, and aligning treatment with patient goals.
Barriers to EBP include limited high-quality randomized trials, heterogeneity of acupuncture protocols, and
the need for ongoing professional development.

Integrative Oncology — a discipline that combines conventional cancer treatments with evidence-supported
complementary approaches, such as acupuncture, to improve symptom control and quality of life. It
emphasizes multidisciplinary collaboration, patient-centered decision making, and safety monitoring.
Implementing acupuncture within an integrative oncology program often requires establishing referral
pathways, documentation standards, and outcome tracking systems.

Meridian — a conceptual channel through which Qi circulates, linking acupoints along a defined pathway.
The twelve primary meridians correspond to organ systems (e.G., Lung, Spleen). In symptom management,
meridian theory guides point selection; for example, targeting the Liver meridian may help with emotional
dysregulation. Critics argue that meridians lack anatomical correlates, presenting a challenge for scientific
validation.

Needle Retention — the period during which inserted needles are left in situ to allow sustained stimulation.
Typical retention times range from 15 to 30 minutes, though longer durations may be used for chronic
conditions. Retention facilitates the release of endogenous substances and promotes autonomic balance.
Practical challenges include patient comfort, managing movement restrictions, and maintaining aseptic
conditions throughout the session.

Oncology Nursing — a specialty focused on caring for patients with cancer, encompassing symptom
assessment, education, and coordination of supportive therapies. Oncology nurses often serve as
gatekeepers for acupuncture referrals, conduct baseline assessments, and monitor for adverse events. Their
expertise in symptom clusters and medication interactions is essential for safe integration of acupuncture
into the care plan.

Patient-Reported Outcome Measures (PROMs) — standardized questionnaires completed by patients to
capture symptom severity, functional status, and quality of life. Instruments such as ESAS, FACT-G, and the
MD Anderson Symptom Inventory are commonly used in acupuncture research and clinical audit. PROMs
enable quantitative evaluation of acupuncture’s impact but require careful selection to match the symptom
domain being targeted.

Qi — a fundamental concept in TCM representing vital energy that circulates through meridians. In
acupuncture theory, imbalance or stagnation of Qi is thought to cause symptoms. While Qi lacks a direct
biomedical analogue, contemporary research interprets its modulation as changes in neuro-immune
signaling, blood flow, and central nervous system activity. Translating Qi into measurable physiological
parameters remains a research challenge.

Reflexology — a therapy that applies pressure to specific zones on the feet, hands, or ears, each
corresponding to organ systems. Though distinct from acupuncture, reflexology is sometimes offered
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alongside acupuncture within integrative cancer care to address stress and fatigue. Evidence for
reflexology’s efficacy is limited, and its inclusion should be based on patient preference rather than clinical
necessity.

Side-Effect Management — the systematic approach to preventing, monitoring, and alleviating adverse
effects of cancer treatment. Acupuncture contributes to side-effect management by targeting nausea, pain,
neuropathy, and insomnia. Effective management requires coordinated care plans, clear documentation of
symptom trajectories, and regular reassessment to adjust acupuncture protocols as treatment evolves.

Symptom Cluster — a group of two or more interrelated symptoms that occur simultaneously and may share
underlying mechanisms, such as pain, fatigue, and sleep disturbance. Acupuncture can be strategically
applied to address multiple symptoms within a cluster by selecting points with broad systemic effects (e.G,,
ST36 for energy and Gl function). Identifying clusters relies on comprehensive assessment tools and
interdisciplinary communication.

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) — a holistic medical system encompassing herbal medicine,
acupuncture, dietary therapy, and mind-body practices. In the context of cancer care, TCM provides the
theoretical foundation for point selection, diagnosis of pattern types (e.G., “Qi deficiency”), and treatment
planning. Integration of TCM concepts with Western oncology demands cultural competence and clear
communication of the evidence base.

Vagus Nerve Stimulation (VNS) — a physiological effect achieved through acupuncture at points such as
CV24 and auricular Shenmen, which can activate the parasympathetic vagus nerve. VNS may reduce
inflammation, improve heart-rate variability, and decrease nausea. While promising, the exact mechanisms
are still under investigation, and patient selection criteria for VNS-focused acupuncture remain under
development.

Trigger Point — a hyperirritable nodule within a skeletal muscle that can refer pain to distant areas. In
oncology patients, chemotherapy-induced myalgia may involve trigger points. Acupuncture or dry needling
can deactivate these points, providing relief. Accurate identification requires palpation skills and awareness
of contraindications such as bone metastasis in the same region.

Yin/Yang Balance — a core TCM principle describing the dynamic equilibrium between opposing forces.
Symptoms may be interpreted as an excess of Yang (e.G., Heat, agitation) or deficiency of Yin (e.G., Dryness,
fatigue). Acupuncture strategies aim to restore balance by selecting points that tonify Yin or drain Yang.
Translating this balance into clinical language can be challenging for practitioners trained primarily in
biomedical frameworks.
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