
mybackpain.co.uk Powered by Osteospinal — Structured reasoning for safer, better outcomes.

mybackpain.co.uk — Fact Sheet: Acupuncture for Back Pain — Version 1.0
For patient information only. Does not constitute medical advice. Always consult a qualified healthcare professional.

Page 1

FACT SHEET — TREATMENT OPTIONS

Acupuncture for Back Pain
The evidence, mechanisms, and what to expect from acupuncture treatment

Acupuncture involves the insertion of fine needles into specific points on the body. It has been used for

thousands of years in traditional Chinese medicine and is increasingly integrated into Western

musculoskeletal care. NICE guidelines include acupuncture as one treatment option for chronic primary pain,

including chronic back pain.

The evidence

A 2012 Cochrane review of over 17,000 patients found acupuncture more effective than no treatment and

sham acupuncture for chronic back pain. NICE recommends considering a course of acupuncture for chronic

primary pain. The evidence is strongest for pain reduction and functional improvement in chronic conditions;

it is weaker for acute back pain.

How acupuncture works

The mechanisms of acupuncture are not fully understood but several are well-supported:

• Endorphin release — needle insertion triggers the release of endorphins and other endogenous
pain-modulating substances

• Gate control — stimulation of sensory nerve fibres modulates pain signal transmission in the spinal cord

• Central modulation — fMRI studies show acupuncture produces changes in brain activity in
pain-processing regions

• Local tissue effects — needle insertion triggers a local response that may reduce muscle tension and
improve local circulation

What to expect

The treatment Fine needles inserted at selected points, typically left in place for 20–30
minutes. Most people feel minimal pain on insertion. A dull aching or tingling
sensation (de qi) is considered therapeutically significant.

Number of sessions Typically 6–12 sessions for chronic back pain. Most people notice some benefit
within 4–6 sessions if it is going to help.

Practitioners Acupuncture is practised by physiotherapists, osteopaths, doctors, and
traditional acupuncturists. Look for practitioners accredited by the British
Acupuncture Council (BAcC) or with accredited training from their professional
body.

Side effects Minor bruising, temporary soreness. Serious adverse events are rare with
properly trained practitioners using single-use sterile needles.
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Related fact sheets

Manual therapy for back pain The broader treatment options for back pain.

Central sensitisation and chronic
pain

Why acupuncture may be particularly relevant for centrally sensitised pain.

Why self-management produces
better long-term outcomes

Acupuncture as part of a broader active management approach.

Get your personalised report — or speak to a specialist

To receive this fact sheet by email, or to book a consultation, use the options below.

Get this report by email
We will send this fact sheet with your personalised

assessment summary.

Your name

Email address

Send Me the Report

Your details are used only to send your report.

Book a consultation
Speak with a specialist. Leave your details and we

will be in touch.

Your name

Email address

Phone number
Best number to reach you

Best time to call
e.g. mornings, weekday afternoons

Preferred contact method

■ Phone ■ Video ■ Email

Briefly describe your back pain
Main concern and duration

Request a Consultation

We aim to respond within one working day.
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