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Mental Health

What is Mental Health? There is no universally agreed definition, but this is a nice summation from The National Library of  Health (2009):

“A state of well being in which the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to his or her community.”

It can effect anyone, of any age or background, impacting family, career and friends. Mental symptoms can be defined based on an organic or functional problem with the brain or alternatively as neurosis such as depression or psychosis such as altered perception (MHF 2009a).

What is the impact of Mental Illness? It is thought that 1 in 4 British adults are affected (MHF 2009b), costing some £50 billion in England in 2007 (SCMH 2009a). Yet there has been a significant reduction in funding for these services (SCMH 2009b). Patients with mental health issues have twice as many visits with GPs. Up to 30% of GP consultations relate to mental health issues. With over 57% of GP’s believing that antidepressants are prescribed too often and some 78% of GP’s say they have prescribed antidepressants when alternative treatments would be more appropriate (MHF 2009c).

What’s needed is effective complementary treatments to help support GP’s in the area of Mental Health. Acupuncture can provide this role, but before considering the evidence base for acupuncture in a modern context let us understand a little of the origins of  this ancient form of medicine.

Traditional Oriental Medicine (TOM) and acupuncture in particular came to the attention of the West, when James Reston (1972) published a now famous article in the New York Times, detailing his positive experience of having acupuncture for pain relief after an appendectomy in Beijing. With interest piqued others traveled to China and witnessed routine surgical operations being performed under acupuncture analgesia (Taguchi 2007). However, it was not until the book ‘The Web that Has no Weaver” (Kaptchuck 1983) was published that ordinary people in the West had a means to start to understand the underlying principals of this form of medicine. Since then acupuncture has blossomed in the West and much research has been carried out into understanding how it works, including things such as brain imaging tomography to see what parts of the brain are activated during acupuncture (Wang 2008). 

But to understand the origins of acupuncture, one has to leave the 20th century far behind as we look back into the mists of antiquity. There is some evidence that acupuncture may have been used as long ago as 3000 BC (Dofer 1999). In China the knowledge of this form of medicine was built up from observation and diagnosis, underpinned by the naturalist Daoist philosophy of Yin and Yang, the 5 Elements and the energetic meridians of the body. It was an oral tradition until around 200 BC when the Canon of Chinese Medicine was first collected together the Huan di Nei Jing (Ni 1995) and it moved from an oral tradition to that of the scholar physician (Eckman 1996). Where each generation over the last 2 millennia has continued to add to this body of written knowledge. Focusing on topics such as the Four Examinations, to ask, to see, to hear, to feel (Worsley 1990), pulse diagnosis which describes the state of the energetic balance within us and phase energetics, which explores the relationship of the 5 Elements us. In particular how they sustain each other in the Sheng and Ko cycles of nourishment and control (Worsley 1998).

The key to understanding mental health in TOM is to do with the three treasures of our inherited constitution, essence or Jing, the life force or energy within us, Qi and the gift of consciousness, our Shen or spirit. This captures the fundamental notion that body mind and spirit are all part of one energetic continuum. TOM postulates that all diseases of the mind, known as Jing Sheng Bing, affect the Shen, where it is either being malnourished, disturbed by perverse Qi or blocked in some way. All of which issues are thought to stem from an imbalance in one of the 7 emotions (Flaws 2000).

There are specific protocols handed down over the ages (Dale 1992) to deal with the powerful energetic blocks that contribute to mental illness, such as Internal External Dragons, Husband/ Wife imbalance and Aggressive energy (Franglen 2004). All can prove extremely powerful in treating mental health issues. Once these blocks are removed treatment can then move onto to restoring the normal energetic balance along the Sheng and Ko cycles. All treatment is focused on restoring the smooth flow of Qi within our patients.

So what of the evidence base for Acupuncture in a modern context? There has been much research into Acupuncture in recent years, such as Faulkner’s user lead survey (1997) on 400 mental health users, 85% of whom had found Complementary Alternative Medicine (CAM) useful. The British Acupuncture council carried out a systemic review on Acupuncture for Anxiety and Depression which included 12 studies from 1985 to 2000 and concluded that acupuncture was an effective intervention. Smith’s (2008) Cochrane review concluded that there were positive results for acupuncture, but larger scale and better Random Controlled Trials (RCTs) are needed.

Though RCT’s and Systemic reviews are seen as the gold standard (Till 2006) for evidence based research, they do not capture the qualitative experience of the user, which is equally important in determining the effectiveness of acupuncture in treating mental illness. Doreen Till (2006) conducted qualitative research with 12 users being treated with acupuncture for mental health issues and found that sleep, mood and confidence all improved. The benefits of few side effects and good rapport were also pointed out, helping to enhance recovery with this holistic approach to mental health. 

The study was based on community mental health services, where acupuncture was available to those attending a day care center and has been in place since 2002. This could be a useful model for successful integration of acupuncture into other GP clinics.

In summary, GP’s are facing a range of challenges in mental health treatment today, including increasing numbers of patients presenting with these issues and a decrease of available funding to support them. Acupuncture has been shown to be a safe and effective complementary therapy, which could be used support GPs struggling to cope with the increasing numbers of mental health issues presenting at their clinics.
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