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STUDY FINDS ACUPUNCTURE AN EFFECTIVE TREATMENT FOR
CHRONIC DYSPEPSIA

Volume 14 Issue 110
One of the most common complaints among Americans is dyspepsia, medically defined as a
painful, difficult, or “disturbed” digestion, but most often experienced as a burning or painful
sensation in the stomach and, in the case of acid reflux, the esophagus. 
Among sufferers of what is called Chronic Idiopathic Dyspepsia (CID), however, it can be a lot
worse than simple heartburn. (“Idiopathic,” by the way, means no known cause.) Symptoms of
CID can extend to painful bloating, acute abdominal discomfort, even nausea and vomiting, and
because it is chronic — happening frequently for weeks, months or years — it is serious enough to
warrant medical intervention. 
Digestive problems can have identifiable causes, such as bacterial or viral infections, ulcers, or gallbladder or liver disease, or even cancer. A review of eating habits — chewing with the mouth open, gulping food, talking while chewing — can cause air swallowing, which contributes to feeling bloated or to excessive belching. Smoking, caffeine, alcohol and carbonated beverages can all contribute to dyspepsia. Food sensitivity and allergy can also cause gastrointestinal distress. Other causes include medications, stress and emotional unrest. Doctors normally search for all these causes, but when no cause is found, the dyspepsia is labeled “functional” or “nonulcer” or “idiopathic”. 

In such cases, special drugs called prokinetic agents are the usual medical treatment for CID (“prokinetic” meaning “stimulating motility (motion) of the esophageal and gastrointestinal muscles”). But like many drugs, prokinetics may have unwanted side effects. For this reason, an effective alternative CID therapy would be a desirable and welcome adjunct to conventional drug treatments. 

Acupuncture has been shown to help relieve dyspepsia symptoms. But could Acupuncture be as effective a treatment for CID, with fewer adverse effects, than treatment with prokinetic agents?

An international panel of physicians, two from Italy, one from France and one from the United States, familiar both with CID and with Acupuncture, decided to answer the question in a formal, randomized trial of Acupuncture compared with domperidone, a commonly used prokinetic drug in Europe, and sham Acupuncture. 

Domperidone, which is not approved for use in the US but is widely prescribed in several European countries and others around the world, has too many side effects to list here. Some of the most common are dizziness, dry mouth, nervousness, flushing, irritability, trouble sleeping, stomach cramps, hot flashes and leg cramps. 

The treatment-controlled clinical trials were performed at three outpatient clinics in Italy, and involved 152 patients between the ages of 28 and 62 years. Eighty men and 72 women, all carefully diagnosed with CID, were randomly divided into 3 groups: 50 patients for domperidone, 50 patients for twelve 30-minute Acupuncture sessions 3 times weekly, and 52 patients treated with sham Acupuncture.

At the end of the study, it was determined that the drug therapy and active Acupuncture groups both obtained significant clinical improvement, with decreases in symptoms of 72 percent for the drug, and 70 percent for Acupuncture. However, the Acupuncture group reported one-quarter the number of side effects. The sham Acupuncture group showed a 23.5 percent improvement. 

The authors concluded that Acupuncture can be considered an effective short- and medium-term treatment for CID, with fewer adverse effects and longer effectiveness than treatment with a prokinetic agents. 

SOURCE:American Academy of Acupuncture Journal Vol. 14, #2, 
http://www.medicalacupuncture.org/aama_marf/journal/vol14_2/article2.html
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