
ABSTRACT
Complementary and alternative therapies and medicines (CAM), 
consist of a wide range of modalities including acupuncture, 
herbs, massage and aromatherapy. CAM is widely used by 
the general population with over 50 percent of the population 
using one form of CAM during the previous 12 month period. 
These therapies and medicines are provided in the private sector 
and are not generally accessible through Australia’s health care 
system. Individuals use these modalities to treat a wide range of 
acute and chronic health problems, as well as to maintain health 
and wellbeing. However, it is increasingly well documented that 
patients do not disclose their use of complementary therapies 
to health professionals. Given the high prevalence of use of 
CAM in the community it is important that all members of the 
health care team become aware about the different methods of 
complementary medicines and increase their understanding of 
the possible benefits and limitations. This paper describes the 
application of acupuncture to treat painful symptoms of diabetic 
peripheral neuropathy. An explanation of this modality is provided 
along with an outline of the current evidence base, a discussion 
of safety and the physiological basis of acupuncture. The paper 
concludes with suggestions of how complementary medicine 
and allied health practitioners can work together towards a 
common goal of improving patient care and outcomes.

INTRODUCTION
Diabetic peripheral neuropathy (DPN) is a serious complication 
of diabetes. It is estimated that 12-50 percent of individuals with 
diabetes have some degree of DPN.1  Symptoms of DPN include 
numbness, pricking, burning, aching or pain. Pain can develop in 
the feet and legs and is reported to occur in 11.6 percent of 
insulin dependent diabetics and 32.1 percent of non insulin 
diabetics.2  It has been estimated that 14 percent of patients with 
DPN experience mild to severe pain.3  The nature and scope of 
pain among patients with DPN has not been extensively 
described. In one survey of 105 patients with DPN moderate 
pain was frequently experienced with the majority of subjects 
(53%) experiencing pain on a daily basis.4  Pain was described as 
hot or burning, electric or jolts, aching or tingling. The majority 
of patients reported their pain was worse when tired (61%), at 
night (52%), and when feeling stressed (46%). Not surprisingly 
these symptoms affected patients’ quality of life. The greatest 
impact of pain was on sleep reported by 58 percent of subjects, 
with other aspects of quality of life reduced such as enjoyment of 
life, recreational activities, mobility, work and general activity.

There is no consensus on the best approach to treat painful 
DPN, and consequently treatment approaches include 
pharmaceutical, non invasive drug therapies (antidepressants), 
invasive therapies (nerve blocks), as well as complementary 
medicines and therapies.5

COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE  
AND THERAPIES
Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) and therapies 
are defined by the Cochrane Collaboration as “practices and 
ideas, which are outside the domain of conventional medicine”, 
and is defined by its users as “preventing or treating illness, or 
promoting health and well being”.6  Examples of CAM include 
herbal remedies, acupuncture, massage and naturopathy.

In Australia, 52 percent of adults have used some form of 
CAM and a fifth have consulted a complementary therapist.7 
There is also evidence that CAM is increasingly being used by 
patients with chronic neurological conditions.  In a survey of 180 
patients with peripheral neuropathy attending an outpatient 
clinic in Boston, USA, subjects were interviewed about their use 
of CAM.8  Use of CAM was reported by 43 percent of respondents. 
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