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Caffeine, Acupuncture and Pain

Shabnam Pourhassani, LAc, QME, DACM

Does caffeine consumption reduce the efficacy of acupuncture analgesia? What does the current

research state? Fujita, et al. (2017),} published an animal study that showed oral intake of caffeine
interferes with the efficacy of acupuncture for pain. Caffeine is a potent adenosine receptor
antagonist. This animal study found that once the caffeine was out of the system, the efficacy of
acupuncture was fully restored by the next day. Animal studies are important to find how
acupuncture works for pain, and what may increase or reduce its efficacy.

That said, Alexander Pope's dictum, "The proper study of mankind is man," is widely cited and

known.” There are many reasons why results from animal experiments often do not translate into
human trials; among them, many animal experiments are poorly conducted, designed and

analyzed.™

Cao et al., investigated the modulation effect of daily caffeine intake on acupuncture analgesia

(pain relief).’ Their study, published in early 2021 in the journal Anesthesia and Analgesia, found
no association between caffeine intake measurements of daily caffeine use, duration of caffeine
consumption, or their interaction and pre- /post-acupuncture pain threshold changes. This human
study found that caffeine intake may not influence the efficacy of acupuncture analgesia (pain
relief) after all.

In general, caffeine may interfere with the "relaxation" many patients expect from acupuncture.
However, if they are in pain, have had caffeine, and only seek pain relief, acupuncture will still be
worth their time. I often have acupuncture after I have had more than my share of caffeine.
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