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Acupuncture – an alternative treatment for painful diabetic neuropathy
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Painful diabetic neuropathy (PDN) is a distressing and disabling complication of diabetes mellitus. Current treatment regimens include simple analgesics, tricyclic antidepressants, anticonvulsants and opiate derivatives, but these are often ineffective and have a high incidence of side effects in patients who are often already taking several medications.  Non-pharmacological therapy may, therefore, have significant advantages.

We have piloted acupuncture treatment for patients with PDN.  The aim of this study was to assess the effectiveness of acupuncture at reducing painful symptoms and the need for pharmalogical therapies.

The acupuncture service was provided by 2 Podiatrists.  Patients with uncontrolled symptoms of PDN, despite pharmacological intervention, were referred from within the local Diabetes Centre or from the community foot screening services.  

Methodology:  Acupuncture was performed once a week for 6 weeks.  Twelve general pain relief acupuncture points were used; the same points being used in all 88 patients.  
Pain was assessed using a modified McGill questionnaire, which was completed at baseline and again at week 6.

88 diabetic patients were recruited to the study, 47 of whom were female. Mean (SD) age was 63 (11.8) yrs and 7 had type 1 diabetes. Results were analysed using Student t-test.

Results: Mean (SD) pain scores were 20.1 (1.2) pre treatments and 10.7 (1.2) post treatment, p<0.001.   86% had reduced pain after the programme, 33% elected to continue with monthly maintenance acupuncture and 12% had reduced or ceased PDN medications.
Conclusion:  This study demonstrates that acupuncture is an effective and acceptable alternative treatment for patients with PDN, and can lead to a reduction in the need for conventional pharmacological treatment.

