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Acupuncture and pregnancy: oriental medicine as an ally in the
treatment of low back pain

Acupuntura e gravidez: medicina oriental como aliada no tratamento de dor lombar

Eveliny Silva Martins?!, Régia Christina Moura Barbosa Castro?, Ligia Maria Alves Rocha?!, Ana Karina Bezerra
Pinheiro!

Objective: to identify scientific evidence in the literature on the effect of acupuncture for the relief of low back
pain during pregnancy. Methods: this is an integrative literature review. The bibliographic survey included
articles indexed in the portal of six databases, using controlled keywords. Results: seven articles published
in English were included. The studies using acupuncture for low back pain have been successful in reducing
pain, as well as increased mobility, improved sleep, a sense of well-being, increased capacity for some physical
activities and improved emotional reactions of pregnant women. Conclusion: acupuncture contributed to the
reduction of low back pain in the pregnant women, among other benefits, contributing to the promotion of
health in a pleasurable, simple, practical, risk-free, cheap and cost-effective way.

Descriptors: Acupuncture; Pregnant Women; Nursing; Low Back Pain; Health Promotion.

Objetivo: identificar evidéncias cientificas na literatura sobre o efeito da acupuntura para o alivio da dor lombar
na gestacdo. Métodos: revisio integrativa de literatura. O levantamento bibliografico incluiu artigos indexados
no portal de seis bases de dados, utilizando palavras-chave controladas. Resultados: foram incluidos sete
artigos publicados no idioma inglés. Os estudos, que utilizaram acupuntura para a lombalgia, obtiveram éxito
na reducdo da dor, assim como aumento da mobilidade, melhoria do sono, sensacdo de bem-estar, aumento
da capacidade para algumas atividades fisicas e melhoria das rea¢des emocionais das gestantes. Conclusao:
a acupuntura contribuiu para a diminui¢do da lombalgia em gestantes, dentre outros beneficios, contribuindo
para a promocao da saide de forma prazerosa, simples, pratica, sem riscos, barata e com bom custo beneficio.
Descritores: Acupuntura; Gestante; Enfermagem; Dor Lombar; Promogdo da Saude.
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Introduction

Lumbar pain is considered the most common
discomfort pain during pregnancy®® and it occurs
more frequently in the third gestational trimester®.
In recent research in Brazil, there was a high preva-
lence of low back pain in pregnant women, reported
by 93.2% of the women®.

To understand the reasons causing this pain, it
is emphasized that hormonal changes in pregnancy
cause changes in the body of the woman, especially
in the musculoskeletal system, as well as excessive
growth of the uterus and breasts, imposing overload
of weight on the spine and pelvis and accentuating its
curvature with frontal uterine growth, modifying the
position of the sacrum,

Low back pain may interfere with several set-
tings in the routine of pregnant women, such as the
performance of domestic and occupational activities
that, consequently, lead to impairments in the quality
of life of these women.

For a better understanding of the magnitude
of this problem, the study emphasizes an incidence of
77.0% of low back pain in pregnant women, revealing
a considerable number of women suffering from this
symptom and, worsening this condition. It is known
that in the gestational period the use of medication is
always a risk™®. Such risks may be considered the tera-
togenic effects imposed on the fetus.

For the relief of this pain in pregnant women,
there are currently some drug options, used in a sys-
temic way, but they have limitations. Studies indicate
that the treatment of low back pain in pregnancy is
more complex, meticulous and delicate, given the limi-
ted therapeutic options available, precisely because of
the implications for the mother and the fetus. Howe-
ver, an interdisciplinary and humanized care should
be considered and, whenever possible, non-pharma-
cological therapeutic alternatives for symptom relief
should be considered™.

A way of therapy for low back pain during preg-
nancy is acupuncture®, which seems to be effective in
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reducing symptoms and consequently improving the
quality of life of pregnant women™, considerably alle-
viating pain compared to usual care® and increasin-
gly practiced in this group of women. Scholars reveal
that pain management using acupuncture is based on
results from a large number of clinical trials®.

The stimulation of precise anatomical points
of the body (acupoints) generates the release of neu-
rotransmitters and other substances, by the central
nervous system, responsible for the analgesic effect,
restoration of organic functions and maintenance of
immunity®, providing energy balance and providing
physical, mental, spiritual and emotional health.

For the World Health Organization, acupunctu-
re is safer than many other traditional methods of tre-
atment when performed properly by a skilled, simple,
convenient professional. It has few contraindications,
and it is non-toxic and exhibits minimal adverse reac-
tions®. Probably because of this, it is popular in the
treatment of chronic pain in several countries.

Research has shown that pregnant women have
a feeling of well-being after the first sessions and claim
to receive good or excellent help for their pain, since
the effect of acupuncture on low back pain may be due
to its analgesic and safe effect® improving functional
capacity and reducing the use of analgesics®.

Therefore, it is considered that this technique
should be thoroughly studied, especially the number
of sessions, viability, specific acupuncture points for
low back pain in pregnant women and the nurse’s
performance in this practice to broaden and disse-
minate knowledge and the benefits of this technique.
Thus, it contributes to the promotion of health and the
advancement of nursing science through the work of
the nurse, as the therapist who uses natural techni-
ques, based on energy balance, providing relief of pain
mainly to the neediest people, the pregnant women.

From this perspective, the objective of this stu-
dy was to identify scientific evidence in the literature
on the effect of acupuncture for the relief of low back

pain during pregnancy.
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Methods

This research was based on the integrative
review, since this strategy synthesizes results of pre-
vious research showing conclusions of the literature
on a specific phenomenon, allowing, with its summa-
rized and separated data, the achievement of general
results on the research problem, following a systema-
tic process and summarized literature*®,

The construction of this review took place in six
distinct stages: 1. The identification of the theme and
selection of the hypothesis or research question; 2.
The establishment of criteria for inclusion and exclu-
sion of studies/sampling or search in the literature; 3.
The definition of the information to be extracted from
the selected studies/categorization of the studies; 4.
The evaluation of the studies included in the review;
5. The interpretation of results; 6. The presentation of
the review/synthesis of knowledge®V.

The literature review included articles indexed
in the Scientific Electronic Library (SCIELO), SCOPUS,
Public Medline (PUBMED), Latin American Literature
in Health Sciences (LILACS), Medical Literature Analy-
sis and Retrieval System Online (MEDLINE); Cumula-
tive Index to Nursing & Allied Health Literature (CI-
NAHAL).

This survey was conducted in January 2016
and it was guided by the following question: what are
the effects of acupuncture in the treatment of low back
pain in pregnant women? The articles were conside-
red eligible if they were published in journals indexed
in the mentioned basis, through the use of the control-
led descriptors: Acupuntura; Gestantes; Dor lombar
and Acupuncture; Pregnant Women; Low back pain.

The inclusion criteria of the definite articles
were: to be a complete research article, to be available
electronically, to be published in Portuguese, English
or Spanish, and to show the use of acupuncture in low
back pain in pregnant women, without restriction of
publication date. The exclusion criteria adopted were:
not the adequacy of the objectives of the study; Infor-
mal case reports, book chapters, reflective articles,
dissertations, theses, reports, editorials of non-scien-

tific journals and studies with the inability to access.

After the inclusion of the three descriptors and
using the Boolean operator AND, a total of 378 articles
were found in the databases, except for LILACS and
SCIELO. Of these articles, there were 352 articles did
not address the desired theme, three were not availa-
ble, 12 were repeated and four were included in the
inclusion criteria. As a result of this analysis, the final
sample comprised seven articles.

A data collection instrument was used for the
analysis of the articles, including information about
the database, year of publication, type of study,
author’s training, country, language, general objective,
sample of participants, gestational age, as well as the
instruments used, acupuncture points, time and main
results found. The analysis of the data occurred throu-
gh in-depth reading of the content.

Results

For a better understanding of the included stu-
dies, Figure 1 shows the details of the studies. It was
observed that the articles were produced from 2000
and the last publications were in 2010. The articles
are presented according to the methodological cha-
racteristics and origin of the publications.

Regarding the type of the study, most of the
research was categorized as quantitative studies, ex-
cept for one (02) that evaluates both quantitative and
qualitative aspects. Of the seven studies included, four
were prospective, two clinical trials and one cross-
-sectional.

When analyzing the professional graduation of
the authors, it was observed that most of the articles
were developed by medical professionals®, only one
of the articles was authored by a nurse. It is observed
that one article was produced in Brazil, two in the Uni-
ted States and four in Sweden. It should be noted that
all research was published in English.

Figure 2 shows the objectives, sample of par-
ticipants and if there was the use of instruments that
evaluate the pain of the included articles.
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. Author’s

Study Database | Year Study design graduation Country | Language
1. Acupu.ncture for low b.ack pain in pregnancy - al o .l o010 Prospective, Doctor Brazil English
prospective, quasi- randomized, controlled study controlled
2. Acupunctur.e tre.atme.nt of pregnant women with low Medline | 2010 Part cllTuce?l trial Nurse Sweden English
back and pelvic pain an intervention study and qualitative part
3. Auricular acupuncture as a treatment for pregnant Randomized
women who have low back and posterior pelvic pain: a| Medline | 2009 clinical trial, Doctor US.A. English
pilot study controlled
4. Decrease of pregnant women’s pelvic pain after Prospective and

) pres . p. p. Scopus 2006 randomized Doctor Sweden English
acupuncture: arandomized controlled single-blind study

controlled

> Comple.mentary and alternatlve. medicine for low- Medline | 2005 Cross-sectional Doctor US.A. English
back pain in pregnancy: a cross-sectional survey
6. Acupuncture relieves pelvic and low-back pain in late Medline | 2004 ProspeCFlve, Doctor Sweden | English
pregnancy randomized
7. A prospective randomized study comparing Prospective
acupuncture with physiotherapy for low-back and pelvic| Medline | 2000 randrt))mized' Doctor Sweden | English
pain in pregnancy

Figure 1 - Description of the studies included in the integrative review according to the database, year of publi-
cation, the design, author’s graduation, country, and language

o . io-
Study | Objectives of the study n® of preg Gestatio Instruments
nant women | nal age
To investigate the effects of acupuncture on low back and pelvic
1 pain during pregnancy under real conditions compared to 79 <32s Numerical Rating Scale (NRS)
patients undergoing conventional treatment
Visual Analog Scale (EVA); Pain-
Describe the experience of women who use acupuncture Average of 0-Meter (POM); Short FormMcGill
2 treatment to relieve lower back and pelvic pain at week 20 and 40 26§ Questionnaire (SF-MPQ);
26 of pregnancy. Short Form-36 Health Survey
Questionnaire (SF-36)
3 Check if a week of continuous auricular acupuncture could 152 20 and Visual Analog Scale (EVA) and
reduce lower back and pelvic pain associated with pregnancy. 26s Disability Rating Index (DRI)
To evaluate the effects of two different forms of acupuncture
4 stimulation (superficial and deep) on the intensity of lumbar 70 18 to 35s Visual Analogue Scale (EVA) and
and pelvic pain in late pregnancy and some emotional Nottingham Health Profile (NHP)
symptoms due to the pain condition.
5 To identify common treatments used for low back pain during 950 15 to 305 )
pregnancy.
To evaluate the analgesic effect and possible adverse effect
6 of acupuncture for pelvic and lumbar pain during the last 72 25 to 38s Visual Analog Scale (EVA)
trimester of pregnancy.
To describe th.e eff‘ects of‘ acupuncture in the treatment .Of l(l)w Visual Analog Scale (EVA) and
7 back and pelvic pain during pregnancy and to compare it with 60 24 to 37s o .
. Disability-Rating Index (DRI)
physical therapy.

Figure 2 - Distribution of studies included in the review according to their objectives, sample of participants,
instruments assessing pain and gestational age
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From the analysis of the objectives of the in-
cluded studies, it was observed that more than half of
them (4, 6, 7, 1) had the purpose of investigating the
effects of systemic acupuncture on low back pain in
pregnant women, an article (3) evaluated acupunctu-
re, other (2) also aimed to listen to the pregnant wo-
men who used acupuncture, and the last one (7) iden-
tified alternative complementary medicine methods
for pain relief, among them acupuncture.

It was observed that all studies were performed
with a minimum of 40 participants and a maximum of
950. Regarding the gestational age of the participants
of the articles found, it was observed that all were per-
formed in women with a minimum of 15 and a maxi-
mum of 38. inferring that low back pain starts to affect
the pregnant woman after the second trimester and
lasts until the third gestational trimester.

Analysis of the instruments reveals that most of
the articles (4, 2, 3, 6, 7) used the visual analog pain
scale to measure the evolution/worsening of lumbar
pain before or after acupuncture treatment.

Figure 3 shows the data regarding the
acupuncture points used, the time the needles
remained and the main results in the low back pain of
pregnant women.

From the analysis of the included articles, al-
most all the studies found (4, 3, 6, 7, 1) were concer-
ned with describing the acupuncture points used for
the treatment of low back pain, and the other studies
did not explain this information in the methods, hin-
dering to fully understand how they achieved the ob-
jective results.

Regarding to the time the needles remained du-
ring the acupuncture session, three studies (4, 2, 7)
used them for a period of 30 minutes, one study (6) for
25 minutes, one study (6) manipulated them until the
arrival of the Dechi, repeating after 30-60s, removing
them soon after, and the other study (3) left the nee-
dles for a week, because it was an auricular-acupunc-
ture. The number of sessions for the treatment of low
back pain was eight (2, 6), ten (4, 7) and twelve (4) ti-
mes. Two articles did not include this information and
one study performed a single treatment for a week.

Thus, it was observed that all articles using acu-
puncture therapy for low back pain have been succes-
sful in reducing pain and its intensity, as well as incre-
ased mobility, improved sleep, well-being, increased
capacity to some physical activities and improvement
of emotional reactions.

Study Points Time

Results

R3,1D3, B62, B40, Eight to 12 sessions - 25 | Relief of low back pain, increased capacity for certain daily activities and

. TE5, VB30, VB41 minutes in each improved quality of life for pregnant women
. . . Most women (80.0%) had a significant reduction of pain, better mobility and
Eight sessions - 30 minutes e . .
2 - sleep after acupuncture treatment. Significant improvement in general health

in each . .
and social function

Headphones:

3 Kidney, Analgesia,
and Shenmen
B27,B28, B29, B31,
4 B32, B54, R11, VC3,

BP6, F2, 1G4

One week - semi-
permanent needles

The pregnant women reported significantly lower pain intensity when
compared with the other groups

10 sessions - 30 minutes
each

Change in pain intensity during daily activities: Most women report lower
levels of pain, changes in pain intensity, and emotional reactions

53.0% reported using various alternative therapies before pregnancy, including
acupuncture. 60.0% of the pregnant women continued to use complementary
and alternative medicine during pregnancy and 61.7% would accept this
treatment for low back pain during pregnancy

The manipulation of the
needle was stopped with
the Dechi, repeated after

F3, VG20, B60, ID3,
6 B22, B26 and local

The intensity of low back pain decreased in 60.0% of pregnant women in the
third trimester and pain associated with various physical activities decreased

i i 0,
pain points 30-60s and removed by 43.0%
B26, B30, B60, VC2, . . Visual and analog scale values were significantly reduced compared to pre-
. ; 10 sessions - 30 minutes . . o . .
7 local pain points treatment values. There was relief from pain and disability, feeling tired or

each .
and headphones drowsy, as well as a sense of well-being

Figure 3 - Distribution of studies included in the integrative review on acupuncture points, time and main re-

sults in low back pain in pregnant women
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Discussion

This study shows the scarce quantity of publi-
shed articles referring to the subject in question as a
limitation, due to its specificity, as well as the outda-
ted, since the last year of publication was almost six
years ago. It is noteworthy that the search was done in
six databases with significant collections of scientific
research. Therefore, it is suggested to carry out new
research aimed at the pregnant women.

It is important to elucidate also that there are
several publications about the effects/benefits of acu-
puncture therapy in different populations. However,
the number of research developed with the pregnant
women is small, especially those with low back pain.
It is emphasized that low back pain is one of the main
causes of pain in pregnant women, deserving greater
emphasis on scientific and technological research.

Few studies on acupuncture treatment in preg-
nant women with low back pain and pelvic pain are
published nationally or internationally®.

Thus, it is important to invest in research invol-
ving the treatment of pregnant women suffering from
low back pain, since many of them consider pain as
normal or acceptable, also being informed about li-
mited therapeutic resources. Thus, the intention is to
alert and inform health professionals that there are
other ways, such as acupuncture, to treat this pain and
not having risks to mother and fetus, leaving aside the
erroneous idea that it is normal for pregnant women
to feel low back pain.

Because most of the articles found have used
the visual analog pain scale, it is inferred to be a re-
liable and widely used instrument for this purpose,
probably because of its ease of applicability, requiring
little time to fill.

From the acupuncture points used, they all
manipulated the meridian of the bladder (B). When
stimulated, it causes an analgesic effect on low back
pain, among other benefits!?. In traditional Chinese
acupuncture, one of the locations of the body in which
this meridian passes, it is through the dorsal region
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and down to the lumbar. Excess energy in the bladder
meridian can cause pain in the spine and insufficiency
can lead to intercostal pain radiating to the lumbar re-
gion, among other effects®?.

Other common meridians were found in the ar-
ticles, such as the kidney (K), liver (L), small intestine
(SI) and vessel conception (VC). Two articles also used
auricular acupuncture points and two used sympto-
matic points of pain, called ashi points, combined or
alone, to treat low back pain in pregnant women.

Different to what some authors report, there
are no contraindicated points in pregnancy, but rather,
the association of points that tone or disperse ener-
gies and consequently lead to premature labor. Thus,
all points can be indicated, especially when there are
disturbances in pregnancy. It is worth mentioning that
some authors have associated acupuncture points that
induce or favor delivery, such as large intestine (LI) 4
- pancreas spleen (PS) 6 - VC3 and L3 - B60. This fact
is treated with imprudence in the therapeutic action
with pregnant women®%,

The other points stimulated during the tre-
atment were considered positive since they provide
specific effects that can reduce low back pain, tone the
kidney, calm the mind, benefit the tendons and joints
and move the energy/blood, improving maternal he-
alth. In short, these isolated points can be used with
care, but the main one is to be careful not to associate
these points in the treatment of pregnant women.

The intensity of low back pain in pregnant
women in the third trimester decreased in 60.0% of
participants in the systemic acupuncture group and in
14.0% in the control group (p<0.010)¥.

It is known that low back pain often affects
pregnant women. However, acupuncture is useful for
women who have recurrent or excessive periods of
pain®. It was found that performing auricular-thera-
py for one week in pregnant women favored a signifi-
cant reduction of low back pain in 80.0% of the parti-
cipants in the acupuncture group when compared to
56.0% in the simulated acupuncture group and 36.0%
of the control group®®.
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The acupuncture technique reveals positive
therapeutic results contributing to reduce or alleviate
the suffering caused by low back pain and, consequen-
tly, benefits the daily routine, the ability to perform
tasks, and the general health of pregnant women.

The main activities that triggered or accentua-
ted low back pain in pregnant women were: walking
or sitting in 57.1% of the cases and 42.8% reported
that at bedtime the pain decreased. The frequency of
pain was reported by 52.3% of the volunteers as being
of constant intensity, appearing more commonly in
the morning with 19.1%©.

According to research results, some partici-
pants in the 20" and 26™ weeks of pregnancy (groups
1 and 2, respectively) reported that they were able
to work during pregnancy. However, three women in
group 1 reported that they could not be reduced low
back pain and improved sleep quality without acu-
puncture treatment®,

The treatment for low back pain in pregnant
women did not present serious adverse events related
to acupuncture™®>*1%, However, symptoms such as lo-
cal pain, heat, local bruising and weakness, reported
by 38.0% of the patients who received acupuncture
may occur?,

To corroborate the above data, a systematic re-
view of 105 articles on the safety of acupuncture du-
ring pregnancy found that most of the adverse events
are mild and transient, with very few being severe.
Needle insertion was the most common mild adverse
event, followed by bleeding. The rare serious adver-
se events found were all assessed as unlikely to have
been caused by acupuncture treatment®®,

It was found that acupuncture therapy caused
faster relief and had a better effect on the restriction
of function in pregnant women with low back pain
than physical therapy®. It is also worth noting that
concerns about pharmacological treatment during
pregnancy have helped to increase the use of acu-
puncture®),

It is worth mentioning that no patient in the

acupuncture group used analgesic drugs(p<0.050)@%,
since, if used properly, acupuncture therapy may re-
duce the need for medications®”.

These results contribute to raise awareness
about the importance and need of professionals, es-
pecially nurses, who work in prenatal care, to get to
know and to be informed about acupuncture and
other alternative therapies in this population, so they
can increase the options of analgesia for back pain,
among others, reducing the use of medicines, promo-
ting the health and the consequent comfort of these
women.

It is considered that this technique should be
more studied in this people because it can reduce
pain, promote health in a pleasurable, simple, conve-
nient, practical, risk-free, relatively inexpensive and

cost-effective way.

Conclusion

The effects of this therapy decreased pain in-
tensity and benefited emotional reactions, mobility,
sleep, disability, fatigue, as well as providing a sense
of well-being and improving the quality of life of preg-
nant women. There is a variation in the methodology
regarding acupuncture points and session time for the
treatment of low back pain in pregnant women. Ho-
wever, it was found that many sessions were necessa-
ry to alleviate low back pain and a very small number
of articles were performed by professional nurses.

Collaborations

Martins ES contributed in the design and pro-
ject or analysis and interpretation of data, article wri-
ting, critical review of relevant intellectual content.
Rocha LMA contributed to the design and project,
analysis and interpretation of the data. Pinheiro AKB
and Castro RCMB contributed to the writing of the ar-
ticle or critical review of the relevant intellectual con-

tent and final approval of the version to be published.
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