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Abstract: This article examines the effectiveness of acupuncture therapy as an adjunct to conventional rehabilitation meth-
ods in the treatment of rotator cuff injuries (RCIs). A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining a systematic re-
view of clinical trials and a controlled study with 60 participants to compare the outcomes of acupuncture and conventional 
rehabilitation. The results demonstrate that acupuncture significantly accelerates pain relief, enhances functional recovery, 
and improves patient satisfaction compared to conventional rehabilitation. Acupuncture's mechanisms, including pain mod-
ulation and tissue repair, suggest its potential to complement traditional therapies. This study highlights acupuncture as a 
promising adjunctive treatment for RCIs and calls for further research to explore its long-term effects and underlying mech-
anisms.
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1. Introduction
Rotator cuff injuries (RCIs) are a major cause of shoulder dysfunction, commonly affecting individuals involved 

in repetitive overhead activities, such as athletes and manual laborers, as well as the elderly. These injuries often lead 
to significant pain, weakness, and functional limitations, impacting both quality of life and productivity. Traditional 
rehabilitation strategies, including physical therapy, rest, and surgical interventions, have been widely used; however, their 
effectiveness may vary depending on injury severity, patient characteristics, and adherence to treatment protocols.

With growing interest in alternative medicine, acupuncture has gained attention as a potential adjunctive treatment for 
RCIs. Acupuncture therapy, based on the principles of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), is thought to modulate pain 
and promote tissue repair through stimulation of specific acupuncture points, which may help restore the body’s natural 
balance and improve circulation. Studies have suggested that acupuncture can enhance healing by increasing blood flow, 
reducing inflammation, and stimulating the body’s natural pain-relief mechanisms through the release of endorphins and 
other neurochemical responses [1,2]. This paper aims to compare acupuncture therapy with conventional rehabilitation 
methods in terms of their efficacy in pain relief, functional recovery, and overall treatment outcomes in patients with RCIs. 
The comparative analysis of these two approaches will provide insights into the potential integration of acupuncture in 
clinical practice for RCI management..

2. Methodology
The study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining a systematic review and a controlled trial to compare the 

efficacy of acupuncture therapy and conventional rehabilitation methods for rotator cuff injuries (RCIs).

2.1 Systematic Review
The systematic review aimed to summarize and evaluate existing evidence regarding acupuncture’s effects on pain 

reduction, functional improvement, and recovery time in RCI patients. Clinical trials published from 2021 to 2023 were 
included, with the following inclusion criteria:

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and high-quality observational studies.
Studies that specifically evaluated acupuncture therapy for acute or chronic RCI.
Outcomes related to pain levels, shoulder range of motion (ROM), or functional recovery.
A comprehensive search was conducted using PubMed, Cochrane Library, and Web of Science databases. Keywords 

included "acupuncture for rotator cuff injuries," "shoulder rehabilitation," and "functional recovery with acupuncture." 
Two independent reviewers screened the titles, abstracts, and full texts to ensure relevance and quality. Data extracted 
included study design, sample size, interventions, and outcomes. The primary goal was to highlight the potential benefits and 
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limitations of acupuncture in RCI rehabilitation.

2.2 Controlled Trial
In the controlled study, 60 adults aged 18-65 diagnosed with either acute or chronic RCIs were enrolled. Those 

undergoing other treatments were excluded. Participants were randomly assigned to two groups: the experimental group 
received acupuncture therapy combined with conventional rehabilitation (including physical therapy and rest), while the 
control group received only conventional rehabilitation.

Acupuncture treatment was administered twice a week for six weeks, using acupuncture points based on Traditional 
Chinese Medicine (TCM), such as LI4, SI9, and GB21. Pain levels were measured using the Visual Analog Scale (VAS), 
shoulder range of motion (ROM) was assessed using goniometry, and functional recovery was evaluated using the Constant-
Murley Score (CMS). Evaluations were conducted at three time points: baseline, mid-treatment (week 3), and post-treatment 
(week 6). This design allows for a detailed comparison of both therapies, focusing on clinical and functional outcomes.

3. Results
The systematic review and controlled trial demonstrated that acupuncture therapy, when combined with conventional 

rehabilitation methods, offers significant advantages in treating rotator cuff injuries (RCIs). The results showed meaningful 
improvements in pain relief, functional recovery, and overall patient satisfaction, confirming acupuncture's role as an 
effective adjunctive therapy.

3.1 Pain Reduction
The reduction in pain intensity was one of the most notable outcomes. Pain was measured using the Visual Analog 

Scale (VAS), with acupuncture patients showing a significantly greater reduction in pain compared to the conventional 
rehabilitation group. At the 3-week follow-up, patients in the acupuncture group experienced a 45% reduction in pain, while 
the control group reported only a 25% reduction. By the 6-week mark, the acupuncture group exhibited a 75% reduction in 
pain, versus 50% in the conventional rehabilitation group. Statistical analysis confirmed these differences were significant 
(p < 0.05), underscoring the faster and more sustained pain relief achieved with acupuncture[3].

Effective pain relief not only improves clinical outcomes but also enhances patient acceptance and satisfaction with 
the treatment. The substantial and rapid pain reduction achieved by acupuncture likely encourages better adherence to 
the rehabilitation process, which is critical for functional recovery. This dual benefit highlights acupuncture's value as an 
adjunctive therapy in managing rotator cuff injuries.

3.2 Functional Recovery
In terms of functional recovery, acupuncture therapy demonstrated superior outcomes. Functional recovery was assessed 

through shoulder range of motion (ROM) and the Constant-Murley Score (CMS), which are standard clinical measures for 
shoulder function. At the 6-week follow-up, the acupuncture group showed greater improvements in shoulder abduction 
(20° increase vs. 10° in the conventional group) and external rotation (15° increase vs. 8° in the conventional group). These 
improvements were statistically significant (p < 0.05), indicating acupuncture’s effectiveness in enhancing shoulder mobility.

The substantial gains in ROM contribute to the restoration of overall shoulder function, facilitating essential movements 
critical for daily activities and rehabilitation progress. This improvement underscores the role of acupuncture in not only 
addressing localized symptoms but also promoting comprehensive functional recovery in rotator cuff injury patients[4].

3.3 Patient Satisfaction and Treatment Experience
Patient satisfaction, assessed through post-treatment surveys, revealed that 80% of the acupuncture group reported 

significant improvements in both pain relief and functional recovery, compared to 60% in the conventional rehabilitation 
group. Moreover, acupuncture participants noted fewer side effects and a more personalized treatment experience, which 
contributed to higher overall satisfaction. The individualized nature of acupuncture, tailored to each patient’s specific needs, 
is likely a key factor in this enhanced treatment experience[5].

In addition to clinical outcomes, the comparison of treatment costs also provides insight into patient satisfaction. 
Acupuncture, while sometimes perceived as more resource-intensive due to specialized practitioner involvement, can 
potentially reduce long-term costs by accelerating recovery and minimizing the need for additional interventions. For patients 
requiring prolonged rehabilitation, combining acupuncture with conventional methods may present a cost-effective solution 
by improving recovery efficiency and reducing overall treatment duration. This economic consideration further supports the 
integration of acupuncture into rehabilitation programs for rotator cuff injuries.
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3.4 Implications for Clinical Practice
These findings suggest that acupuncture could be a valuable adjunct to traditional rehabilitation methods for managing 

RCIs, particularly in patients who do not respond adequately to conventional treatments. Acupuncture not only provides 
quicker pain relief but also accelerates functional recovery, making it an ideal addition to rehabilitation programs. The 
positive impact on patient satisfaction further supports acupuncture's potential for improving treatment compliance and 
overall outcomes.

Given the promising results, larger-scale studies with longer follow-up are necessary to confirm these findings and 
explore acupuncture's long-term effects. Future research should focus on optimizing acupuncture protocols (e.g., selection 
of acupuncture points, needle techniques, and treatment frequency) to enhance its integration into clinical practice[6].

4. Discussion
The findings from this study emphasize the significant role of acupuncture as an adjunct to conventional rehabilitation 

methods for rotator cuff injuries (RCIs). These results align with previous studies that have reported positive outcomes in 
using acupuncture for musculoskeletal conditions, particularly in pain management and tissue regeneration[7].

A key mechanism underlying acupuncture’s efficacy is its ability to modulate pain through neurobiological pathways. It 
stimulates the release of endorphins, which help alleviate pain and improve well-being. Additionally, acupuncture activates 
neural pathways associated with pain modulation and tissue repair, contributing to reduced pain intensity and enhanced 
tissue healing. This biological response is critical for the rehabilitation of rotator cuff injuries[8].

Acupuncture also offers a more personalized treatment approach. By selecting acupuncture points based on individual 
symptoms, practitioners can tailor the therapy to address the specific pathophysiological aspects of each patient's injury. This 
individualized approach is especially useful for managing the diverse pain perceptions and recovery patterns in RCIs, which 
may not always be effectively addressed by conventional treatments[9].

However, several limitations of the study should be acknowledged. The small sample size limits the generalizability 
of the findings, as it may not represent the broader population of RCI patients. Additionally, the study lacked long-term 
follow-up, which is essential for determining whether the observed improvements in pain relief and functional recovery are 
sustained over time. Future studies with larger sample sizes and extended follow-up periods are necessary to validate these 
findings.

Although acupuncture showed significant improvements in pain relief and functional recovery, the underlying 
mechanisms remain unclear. Future research should explore the specific biological pathways involved in acupuncture’s 
therapeutic effects, particularly its impact on inflammation and tissue regeneration in RCIs. This will deepen our understanding 
of acupuncture’s clinical applications and guide the development of more targeted and effective treatment protocols.

5. Conclusion
This study provides strong evidence that acupuncture therapy significantly enhances the outcomes of conventional 

rehabilitation methods in treating rotator cuff injuries (RCIs). Specifically, acupuncture therapy accelerates pain relief, 
improves functional recovery, and boosts patient satisfaction, all of which are critical factors in successful RCI rehabilitation. 
The acupuncture group's superior pain reduction and shoulder mobility improvements, especially in key movements like 
shoulder abduction and external rotation, suggest that acupuncture can effectively complement traditional therapies by 
targeting specific acupuncture points known to modulate pain and promote tissue healing[10].

Despite its promising short-term benefits, acupuncture alone should not replace established rehabilitation protocols. 
Rather, it should be considered a valuable adjunct to optimize recovery, particularly for patients who require quicker pain 
relief and functional improvement. The individualized nature of acupuncture—tailoring treatment to the patient's unique 
symptoms and injury characteristics—adds an additional layer of efficacy that conventional methods may lack.

However, while the short-term results are promising, further studies with larger sample sizes and extended follow-up 
periods are essential to fully understand the long-term effects of acupuncture in RCI management. Additionally, future 
research should focus on elucidating the underlying mechanisms of acupuncture, such as its role in modulating inflammatory 
responses and facilitating tissue repair. This could help refine acupuncture protocols, optimize its therapeutic application, 
and establish its role as a standard part of multidisciplinary rehabilitation programs for RCIs. Personalized acupuncture 
interventions, tailored to specific patient factors such as injury severity, age, and treatment responsiveness, should also be 
explored to further enhance treatment outcomes.
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