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Acupuncture for Neck and Back Pain

Between 65% and 80% of humans experience back or neck pain at some point in
their lives; the elderly complain of back pain more often than any other
musculoskeletal ailment.® Whether or not small animals experience spinal pain
with similar frequency is unknown. Perhaps the majority of animals afflicted with
back or neck pain recovers spontaneously within six weeks, as do humans.?
However, for those who do not recover, the pain frequently remains untreated,
under treated, or treated inappropriately.® * ® Clients may misinterpret alterations
in their animals’ behavior as “slowing down”, “getting old and grouchy”, or “being
just plain stubborn”.

Determining the proper course of action for spinal pain requires in-depth
knowledge of veterinary anatomy and pathology.® Some clients are tempted to
pursue treatment from non-veterinarian chiropractors or physical therapists in lieu
of proper diagnostics. Doing so may cause irreparable harm to the animal due to
delayed diagnosis and improper treatment, especially when back pain arises
from neoplastic or infectious causes.” Nevertheless, clients may prefer a
nonpharmacologic approach for their animal’'s condition, given the potential
adverse effects of conventional approaches. Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (NSAIDSs) increase the risk of gastrointestinal bleeding and renal damage,
especially in older animals. Narcotic analgesics cause constipation; straining to
eliminate worsens the pain. Sustained inactivity from cage rest leads to
deconditioning and may worsen spinal instability, if it exists.

A commonly overlooked source of musculoskeletal pain is the musculature itself
and its enveloping fascia. In fact, myofascial pain syndrome can sometimes
mimic radicular pain or internal organ disease.® The key to identifying this type
of pain involves palpating for taut bands and trigger points encased within the
myofascial fabric. Once identified, myofascial pain can readily respond to
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physicgal medicine approaches such as acupuncture, even after medication has
failed.? *°

Controlled trials and systematic reviews in human research provide increasingly
stronger evidence that acupuncture effectively treats chronic spinal pain.** 2 3
14 15716 17 18 19 geyeral uncontrolled studies have reported that acupuncture
improves spinal pain of various causes in dogs and horses.?® 2! 22 23 24 25 26
According to Adrian R. White, MD, the author of several systematic reviews on
acupuncture, “Acupuncture treatment should be considered for anyone who has
nonspecific mechanical back pain that has persisted for 6 weeks or more despite
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standard treatment.”?” # In humans, ten sessions of needle body acupuncture

produced stable, long-term effects lasting at least six months according to a
recently published prospective cohort study.”® A 2005 paper systematically
reviewing acupuncture for chronic low back pain echoed the findings of earlier
work, concluding that adding acupuncture plus conventional treatment produced
better analgesia and functional improvement than conventional treatments
alone.®® 3 However, not all acupuncture treatments are equal. Deeper
acupuncture stimulation in humans with lumbar myofascial pain provides greater
pain reduction than does superficial needling, although it causes more post-
treatment soreness.®? 3 3% Neuroanatomically focused acupuncture addresses
sgine-related pain by treating the nerves mediating pain from spinal structures.®
% Stimulation of paravertebral somatic afferent fibers at acupuncture points
along the spine suppresses activity in spinal nociceptive neurons.®’

Acupuncture also works by affecting various aspects of the central nervous
system.  Acupuncture attenuates inflammation in part by activating the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis.®® Opioid peptides in the spinal cord and
brain participate in endogenous pain control pathways.** The reduction in
central nervous system excitation helps dampen pain transmission and
sympathetic tone. Acupuncture improves muscle blood flow which benefits
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patients with chronic pain.*® Sustained stimulation from manual acupuncture

reduces muscle tension by reducing alpha motoneuron excitability.

41 42

Table 1 lists various structures pertaining to the spine which can generate back

or neck pain in small animals.

Inflammation, compression, developmental

anomalies, or degeneration of these tissues can lead to spinal pain. The table
includes mention of particular acupuncture point groupings that may most directly
influence pain transmission in the affected nerves.

Table 1, Potential Sources of Neck and Back Pain in Dogs and Cats. Adapted from Webb* and

Wong*

Structural Source of
Back Pain

Intervertebral disc

Related Neural Elements

The periphery of intervertebral discs in dogs
contains nociceptors and
mechanoreceptors; the sinuvertebral nerve
supplies sensory innervation.

Acupuncture
Points
Influencing

Nerves Related
to the Pain
Source

Huatojiaji points,
“Facet joint
points”*

Facet joint capsule

The joint capsule is richly innervated by
proprioceptors and nociceptors.

Huatojiaji points,
“Facet joint
points™*°

Dorsal root ganglion
(DRG)

Mechanically sensitive nociceptors (i.e.,
mechano-nociceptors) in the nervi nervorum
of the epineuria surrounding the DRG may
contribute to pain if compression or tension
affects the DRG.

Points along the
inner Bladder
channel

Spinal ligaments:

These ligaments contain free nerve endings

Points along the
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1) Dorsal longitudinal
ligament
2) Supraspinal ligaments
3) Interspinous
ligaments

that have been implicated as potential
contributors to back pain.

Governor Vessel

channel

Vertebral periosteum

The periosteum contains an extensive
plexus of nerve fibers that exhibits the
lowest pain threshold of any of the deep
tissues.

Huatojiaji points
or points along
the Governor

Vessel channel

Meninges

The dura is sensitive to mechanical and
noxious stimulation; meningeal irritation may
contribute to back and neck pain in dogs
and cats.

Points along the
Bladder channel

Muscles attaching or
referring to the back or
neck

Myofascial pain is characterized by
palpable, taut bands occurring lengthwise
along muscles that contain exquisitely
tender regions. Myofascial pain is often
mistaken for radicular pain and may be
accompanied by visceral pain syndromes
including bowel irritability and cystitis. " 8

Local, direct
needling into the
taut band or
trigger point

Thoracolumbar fascia

Cutaneous branches from dorsal rami of
lumbar spinal nerves innervate the
thoracolumbar fascia. Nerves supplying the
thoracolumbar fascia in humans with chronic
mechanical back pain may undergo
degeneration secondary to ischemia or
inflammation.*°

Points along the
Governor
Vessel, Bladder,
or Gallbladder
channels,
depending on
the area affected
by pain, as
determined by
palpation
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