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Insel Gruppe –

Vienna 2005

My personal history with Chinese medicine
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Wuhan 1995

San Francisco 2000

Beijing 2010 



Placebo / Sham acupuncture?

Streitberger, Lancet 1998
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Placebo needle / Sham needle / Streitberger needle Placebo points / sham points

→ non invasive → invasive or non invasive



Acupuncture for shoulder pain

60.4

79.6*

53.9

62.3

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Before After

Acupuncture n=25 

(+19.2 points)

Placebo n=27              

(+ 8.4 points)

S
h
o
u
ld

e
r 

s
c
o
re

 (
p
o
in

ts
)

max

min

*p=0.014

konrad.streitberger@insel.ch



Invasive and non-invasive sham acupuncture

Osteoarthritis of the knee - Metaanalysis

White et al. Rheumatology 2007



2 USA 

4 Spain 

6 UK 

14 Germany 

1 Sweden 
2 Ireland  

Raw data obtained from 29 of 31 studies 
17,922 patients 

18 trials non-acupuncture control (14,597 patients) 
20 trials with sham control (5,230 patients) 

2 USA 

4 Spain 

6 UK 

14 Germany 

1 Sweden 
2 Ireland  

Raw data obtained from 29 of 31 studies 
17,922 patients 

18 trials non-acupuncture control (14,597 patients) 
20 trials with sham control (5,230 patients) 

Raw data from 29 studies (17 922 patients):

• 18 trials non-acupuncture control (14 597 patients)

• 20 trials sham control (  5 230 patients)



• Update with 39 studies 

• Involving 20,827 patients

• Effect size independent of acupuncture, 

but dependent on control

• Acupuncture > sham with needle 

insertion > sham without needle 

insertion > control without acupuncture

• Lasting effect up to 1 year
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Chronic Pain:

• Disruption in the flow of qi (vital energy) and blood 

• Caused by factors like cold, damp or emotional stress 

Therapy

Moving Qi: Meridians → Acupuncture, Tai Chi 

Internal → Curcuma

Warming: Meridians → Moxibustion

Internal → Curcuma, Ginger

Strengthen: Internal → Ginger (Spleen and Lung)

B) Pain in traditional Chinese medicine
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Earth:

Spleen/Damp

Worry

Fire:

Heart/Heat

Joy

Metall:

Lung/Dry

Sadness

Water:

Kidney/Cold

Fear

Wood:

Liver/Wind

Anger



A brief history of traditional Chinese medicine

 11th – 3th century BC: Zhou-Dynasty

Daimons – Daoism – Konfucianism

 221 BC: Dynasties

Politics and medicine

 1911: Republic of China

Western contra Traditional Medicine

 1949: Peoples Republic of China

Acupuncture in anaesthesia

Scientific evaluation
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• Qi

• Yin/Yang

• Meridians

• 5 Element



Chinese medicine – Transformation in 
Western medicine

Neurophysiologic research

of acupuncture
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Neurotransmitters
• Endorphin, enkephalin, etc (Pomeranz, Life Sci 1976)

Segmental afferent inhibition
• Dorsal horn (Chung, Pain 1984; Liu, Eur J Neurosci 1998)

• Gate-Control → Neuromatrix (Melzack, Pain 1999) 

Cerebral mechanisms
• Supraspinal descending

Diffuse noxious inhibitory control (Bing, Neuroscience 1990)

• Modulation of cerebral activation
Limbic System; Hypothalamus; PAG (Pariente, Neuroimage 2005, Wu et al, Radiology 1999)



Curcuma
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• Warming

• Moves Qi

• Relieves pain



C) Therapies and prevention measures for chronic pain

Traditional Chinese Medicine Western Integrative Medicine

1. Acupuncture Dry needling

2. Tai Chi and Qi Gong Relaxation / Movement

3. Tui Na Manual therapy / Massage

4. Herbal medicine Phytotherapy

5. Chinese diet Mediterranean diet
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1. Acupuncture

Lat.: acus = needle, pungere = puncture
Chin.: 針灸 = zhen jiu = needle and Moxibustion

Stimulation with

• Needle:
• Body / Auricle / Scalp / Hand acupuncture
• Trigger points: Dry needling

• Heat:
• Moxibustion

• Suction:
• Cupping
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Auricle acupuncture

51

55

97

101

Stimulation of vagus, trigeminus and cervical plexus nerves

➢ Acute pain

➢ Vegetative dysfunction

➢ Opioid withdrawal:

NADA-Protocol (National Acupuncture Detoxification Association)

Auricle points:
Vegetativum 51

Shen Men 55

Liver 97

Lung 101

Patients included for opioid withdrawal n=38

→32 successful withdrawal

→23 successful after 3months 



2. Tai Chi and Qi Gong

Tai Chi = Taijiquan

= highest ultimate

Qi Gong

= work with qi

→ Therapy and prevention of chronic pain

Western techniques: Pilates, Feldenkreis, ….
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Tai Chi for chronic pain

• Tai Chi practice more than 5 weeks

• 18 randomized controlled trials

• positive evidence on immediate relief 

of chronic pain from osteoarthritis, 

Low back pain and osteoporosis
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Osteoarthritis

Low Back Pain

Osteoporosis

Fibromyalgia



Taiji for prevention

• Stress reduction

• General self efficay increase
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3. Tui Na = Chinese manual therapy

konrad.streitberger@insel.ch 20

Tuī (推) „push“

Ná (拿) „grasp“, „pull“ oder „hold“

• Manual therapy

• Massage

• 15 RCT 1390 patients

• pain and physical function significant

• quality of life not significant

2023



4. Chinese Herbal Medicine

Impressions from Chengdu
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Chinese herbs and diet
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0899900719300516

Ginger = Sheng Jiang

• Antioxidant and antiinflammatory

• Warms stomach

• Strengthens spleen and lung

• Helps for pain and nausea



5. Chinese diet
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Chinese medicine for prevention 

1 month 3 months > 6 months

Acute pain Persistent pain Chronic pain

pain-free cope with pain

General practitioner care

• General medical 
assessment

• Psychosocial 
screening

• Physiotherapy

• Specialist medical 
assessment

• Clinical social work
• Pain specialist

• Interdisciplinary / 
interprofessional
assessment

• Multimodal pain 
rehabilitation
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Chinese Medicine for Chronic Pain…

Therapies and prevention for chronic pain:

➢ Acupuncture or dry needling should be 

an integral part of the treatment of pain

➢ Tai Chi and Qi Gong reduce stress and 

enhance self efficacy

➢ Tui Na → Manual medicine

➢ Herbal medicine → Phytotherapy 

➢ Chinese diet remains difficult to 

translate in western context

…from out of the box into the box!
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Thank You!

konrad.streitberger@insel.ch 26


	Folie 1: Chinese medicine in chronic pain 
	Folie 2: Chinese medicine in chronic pain in 30 minutes
	Folie 3: A) My conflict of interest – Acupuncture
	Folie 4: My personal history with Chinese medicine
	Folie 5: Placebo / Sham acupuncture?
	Folie 6: Acupuncture for shoulder pain
	Folie 7: Invasive and non-invasive sham acupuncture
	Folie 8
	Folie 9
	Folie 10: B) Pain in traditional Chinese medicine
	Folie 11: A brief history of traditional Chinese medicine 
	Folie 12: Chinese medicine – Transformation in Western medicine
	Folie 13: Curcuma
	Folie 14: C) Therapies and prevention measures for chronic pain
	Folie 15: 1. Acupuncture
	Folie 16: Auricle acupuncture  
	Folie 17: 2. Tai Chi and Qi Gong
	Folie 18: Tai Chi for chronic pain
	Folie 19: Taiji for prevention
	Folie 20: 3. Tui Na = Chinese manual therapy
	Folie 21: 4. Chinese Herbal Medicine
	Folie 22: Chinese herbs and diet
	Folie 23: 5. Chinese diet
	Folie 24
	Folie 25: Chinese Medicine for Chronic Pain…
	Folie 26: Thank You!

