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Abstract: Chronic pain interferes with 
human quality of life and affects thousands of 
people. Cupping therapy has been an option 
for the treatment of chronic pain, as it can 
provide the patient with relief and improve 
the quality of life. Thus, the present work 
aims to describe the use of cupping therapy 
as an alternative complementary treatment 
in cases of chronic pain. A literature review 
was carried out in electronic databases Scielo, 
PubMed and Google Scholar. The research 
considered complete articles, in Portuguese, 
English and Spanish, published between 2010 
and 2021. The results showed that cupping 
therapy can bring relief from chronic pain, 
however, further studies related to the topic 
must be considered to have more science as to 
its mechanism of action.
Keywords: Cupping, Chronic Pain, 
Traditional Chinese Medicine, Dry cupping, 
Wet cupping.

INTRODUCTION
Chronic pain is a problem that affects the 

individual’s quality of life and even interferes 
with the performance of their daily tasks. 
It affects an average of 100 million people, 
14% of whom have pain related to joints and 
the musculoskeletal system (CUNHA et al; 
2011). As a result, it can generate associated 
problems such as depression, physical, 
functional and emotional disability, social 
withdrawal, financial difficulties, feelings 
of death, among others, which leads to 
impairment in the individual’s quality of 
life in addition to bringing limitations due 
to fatigue, tiredness, problems with sleep, 
anguish, stress (COSTA et al; 2007).

Therapeutic management of chronic 
pain may include options such as surgeries, 
pharmacotherapy, interventions with 
integrative and complementary practices 
such as acupuncture, cupping therapy, or 
electrotherapy treatments and behavioral 

changes (SILVA et al, 2022). Pharmacological 
treatment for chronic pain includes the use 
of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs) with which a satisfactory clinical 
response is often not obtained, as well as the 
use of drugs of this therapeutic class that 
can lead the individual to side effects such as 
the gastrointestinal and/or kidney problems 
(TEUT et al; 2018).

In view of this, the search for alternative or 
complementary treatments such as cupping 
therapy has gained space, as it is a non-
aggressive, easy to apply, affordable procedure 
that brings numerous benefits (OLIVEIRA et 
al; 2018).

The application of this technique consists 
of the use of suction cups applied to the skin, 
where a vacuum is created, causing suction 
in the more superficial tissues where the 
treatment is desired (AL-BEDAH et al., 2019). 
The suction cup acts especially in cleaning 
the blood, discarding static gases through 
gas exchange and maintaining the acid-base 
balance of the blood. Gas exchange is carried 
out by the suction cup where oxygen enters 
and is distributed throughout the body and 
carbon dioxide is removed, increasing the 
pH. In such a way, it is through the cleansing 
of the blood that there is an increase in the 
body’s resistance to diseases, and on the 
spot, the improvement of blood circulation 
promotes the relief of painful symptoms 
(OLIVEIRA et al., 2018).

Considering the mechanism of action of 
cupping therapy, this study aims to describe 
its use as an alternative complementary 
treatment in cases of chronic pain.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Chronic pain has different natures and 

associations, as it is related to congenital 
factors, directly linked to the person in 
relation to their individual and social life 
or even indirectly related, which may have 



3
International Journal of Health Science ISSN 2764-0159 DOI 10.22533/at.ed.1592632217103

consequences related to social life and thus 
trigger social exclusion. of the carrier, since 
this individual tends to isolate himself due 
to his painful condition, compromising his 
financial and mental options in search of a 
better quality of life (CELICH et al., 2009).

This disease can be considered chronic 
when the individual is diagnosed with a 
minimum duration of 3 months, in many 
cases it has an uncertain cause or reason, and 
there is no improvement with conventional 
therapeutic treatments. Being of continuous 
and exacerbated intensity, it can trigger a 
certain degree of physical disability that 
appears on a recurring basis and is usually 
accompanied by vegetative symptoms with 
the aim of relieving symptoms, such as sleep 
disturbance, loss of appetite, decreased sexual 
activity, increased irritability and social 
exclusion. The psychosomatic consequences 
of chronic pain are more intensified than acute 
pain and are often associated with anxious and 
depressive symptoms (CELICH et at, 2009).

Chronic pain may be related to 
inflammatory, degenerative, neoplastic 
diseases, congenital defects, muscle weakness, 
rheumatic predisposition, signs of spinal or 
intervertebral disc degeneration, and others. 
However, chronic low back pain is often not 
related to specific diseases, but to a set of 
causes as important as sociodemographic 
factors (age, sex, income and education), 
behavioral factors (smoking and low physical 
activity), exposures occurred in everyday 
activities (heavy physical work, vibration, 
vicious position, repetitive movements) and 
others (obesity, psychological morbidities) 
(SILVA et al., 2022).

It is possible to differentiate pain 
based on its cause and consequence, 
pathophysiological processes and place of 
origin. In pathophysiological terms, the 
possible ways to classify it are: inflammatory 
pain, pathological pain, among which 

neuropathic pain and fibromyalgia, and 
cancer pain stand out (PINTO, 2019).

Inflammatory pain begins with the action 
of inflammatory mediators that secondarily 
sensitize peripheral receptors, which involves 
a change in the sense of pain, in the quality of 
a sensation, of any kind. Inflammatory pain 
is often linked to rheumatic diseases and the 
post-surgical period, being considered a pain 
that has treatment and relief of symptoms 
(PINTO, 2019).

Neuropathic pain, on the other hand, is 
linked to a primary lesion or dysfunction 
of the nervous system at any of its levels, 
with peripheral neuropathic pain caused 
by a primary lesion or dysfunction in the 
peripheral nervous system (PNS), and central 
neuropathic pain, originating from the central 
nervous system (CNS) (JULIÃO et al, 2010).

In cancer pain, it is estimated that 35-45% 
of cancer patients feel pain from diagnosis or 
at an early and even early stage of the disease, 
about 70% have pain in the advanced stage 
and almost all have pain in the terminal stage 
of the disease. intensively and continuously. 
It has a great impact on the quality of life of 
cancer patients, meaning worsening of the 
prognosis or even near death, reducing their 
autonomy and increasing their physical and 
emotional suffering (COSTA et al; 2007).

Finally, the pain associated with 
fibromyalgia can be defined as a chronic, non-
inflammatory pain syndrome of unknown 
origin, which is preferentially present in 
the musculoskeletal system. Its etiology is 
basically undefined due to the absence of an 
anatomical substrate in its pathophysiology 
and symptoms that are confused with 
depression and chronic fatigue syndrome 
(CAO et al, 2020).

Considering the types of pain and their 
treatments, cupping therapy has been used 
for health promotion, prevention and therapy 
purposes. The literature shows benefits in 
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the treatment of low back pain, neck and 
muster pain, migraine, knee pain, rheumatoid 
arthritis and fibromyalgia. These diseases can 
be categorized into localized diseases (neck 
pain, low back pain, and knee pain) and 
systemic diseases (migraine, fibromyalgia, 
and rheumatoid arthritis) (CAO et al, 2020).

The suction cups are made of acrylic 
with valve, glass or electromagnetic suction 
cups. The purpose of its application is to 
regulate the flow of energy and blood, helping 
to eliminate, through the opening of the 
pores, pathogenic factors resulting from the 
environment that can trigger imbalances in 
our body (CHIRALI, 2014). Therapy with 
the use of cups occurs through the clearing of 
the body’s pathways with the purpose of cell 
renewal (DOS SANTOS et al, 2022).

Cupping therapy, although an ancient 
healing technique, has been used for different 
medical treatments, especially those involving 
pain (CHI et al, 2016). It is based on the 
belief that resistance against diseases can be 
obtained by applying cups to points on the 
acupuncture meridians or positive reaction 
nodes (CUNHA, 2011). This technique, 
despite being used and better known in 
Eastern countries, has been gaining ground in 
Brazil, being widely used in clinical practice, 
having helped many patients to treat pain in 
addition to the use of analgesics (SILVA et al, 
2022).

The use of cups related to the reduction of 
the painful process, presents a positive result 
when there is knowledge about the therapy, 
leading to a decrease in pain, being effective 
in inducing analgesia, even if little described 
in scientific studies (CAMPOS et al; 2015).

The mechanism that explains its action is 
related to the negative pressure exerted by the 
cups, which increases blood and lymph flow at 
the place where it was applied, providing relief 
from pain and muscle tension (AL-BEDAH 
et al., 2019). Other researchers report that 

the mechanism of action of cupping therapy 
is still not well elucidated, requiring further 
studies (CUNHA et al, 2011).

Its results occur through increased 
circulation and tissue oxygenation, 
performing massage and activating blood 
circulation (CUNHA, 2011). It works 
primarily to purify the blood, remove 
stationary gases through gas exchange, 
and maintain the acid-base balance of the 
blood. This exchange of fluids by the cup is 
similar to hematosis caused by the lungs, in 
which oxygen enters through a difference in 
pressure distributed throughout the body, 
and the removal of carbon dioxide, raises 
the pH. It also works by cleaning the blood, 
which increases immunity and improves the 
quality of blood circulation. Its advantages 
are: to increase gas exchange, increase the 
mobility of body fluids, increase tissue 
trophism, improve tissue strengthening and 
act on lymph nodes (OLIVEIRA et al, 2018).

The suction cups must be used within 
5 to 15 minutes for a better therapeutic 
effect, it is important to emphasize that the 
application must be less than 30 minutes to 
avoid changes in the balance of CO² and O² in 
the blood, which can cause erythema if not 
used properly and bruising (CUNHA, 2011).

The application of suction cups can lead 
to several cutaneous and subcutaneous 
manifestations, among them: vasodilation 
promoting circulation, increasing skin 
temperature, causing congestion, stimulating 
skin tissue metabolism, improvement of 
sebaceous and sweat gland function and 
adequate supply of nutrients in the skin. 
epithelium and dermis (CHIRALI, 2014).

After the application of cupping therapy, 
it is expected that the blood quality will 
improve and blood circulation will improve 
through the release of nutrients generated by 
suction. It is also expected the elimination 
of pain, muscle relaxation and the balance 
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of bodily functions, since the secretion of 
these substances helps to eliminate muscle 
spasms that may be present in muscle tissue 
and inhibit the formation of trigger points 
(CAMPOS et al, 2015).

METHODOLOGY
A bibliographic review was carried out 

on scientific articles in electronic databases 
Scielo, PubMed and Google Scholar. The 
keywords used were “suction cup; chronic 
pain; Traditional Chinese medicine, dry 
cupping and wet cupping”. Works, articles and 
books published in English and Portuguese 
were included in the theoretical framework. 
The research considered complete articles, in 
Portuguese, English and Spanish, published 
between 2010 and 2021, without considering 
the time frame of documents relevant to 
the topic, aiming at the need to know the 
history, use, case reports and the benefits of 
cupping therapy in the treatment of chronic 
pain. Articles that were not available in full 
and/or that did not present the methodology 
adopted to obtain the results clearly were 
excluded from the analysis. The synopses of 
the articles obtained were compiled, analyzed 
and classified separately, as “out of scope” or 
“in scope”. After the complete reading of each 
article, articles were selected and used as a 
theoretical basis for the elaboration of this 
work.

DATA PRESENTATION AND 
ANALYSIS

Table 1 presents the results according to 
the guidelines of Katz (2009) being developed 
containing the source of the article and 
descriptive text with 10 to 50 words.

Reference Results

ALBEDAH et al, 2015
Wet cupping is remarkably 
effective in reducing chronic 
pain.

CAO et al, 2020
Cupping therapy with greater 
analgesic potential compared to 
drug treatment of fibromyalgia.

CHI et al, 2016
Cupping therapy with analgesic 
effect, without side effects and 
safe application.

KIM et al, 2011
Wet suction cup presenting 
benefits for the reduction of low 
back pain.

LAUCHE et al. 2012

A cupping therapy application 
can be effective in the treatment 
of chronic non-specific neck 
pain.

LAUCHE et al. 2013

Cupping massage has more 
benefits than progressive muscle 
relaxation in improving well-
being and reducing sensitivity 
to chronic non-specific cervical 
pressure pain.

MOURA et al, 2019

Cupping therapy has shown 
effectiveness in reducing pain 
severity and in interfering with 
pain in daily activities.

SAHA et al, 2017

Cupping Massage has been shown 
to be effective in decreasing pain 
and increasing function and 
quality of life in patients with 
chronic non-specific neck pain.

SALEMI, 2020

Effective cupping therapy for the 
improvement of pain intensity in 
individuals with nonspecific low 
back pain.

TEUT, 2018 Cupping therapy demonstrated 
improvement in low back pain.

VOLPATO et al, 2018
Cupping therapy proved to be 
effective in reducing the rates of 
specific disability tests.

Table 1 – Result of the article search.

Source: Authors themselves, 2022.

The patient with chronic pain will 
appreciate physiological reactions, with the 
use of cupping therapy (SILVA et al., 2022) 
and can be a complementary therapy in the 
treatment of chronic idiopathic low back 
pain, as it can lead to a decrease in complaints 
related to pain, gain in muscle flexibility and 
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prevention of injuries, presenting positive 
results mainly at the end of 4 sessions. 
However, further studies are needed to better 
demonstrate the potential of the technique 
(DOS SANTOS et al., 2022).

The treatment of chronic pain, it 
seems, currently has cupping therapy as 
an alternative in a complementary way in 
therapy, requiring investment in more clinical 
and scientific research. Using available 
safety information, the use of cups does not 
appear to have the adverse effects of many 
conventional pharmacological treatments. 
Future clinical trials will provide scientific 
support for the use of this integrative practice 
with potential action to reduce chronic pain 
as the real options for the treatment of muscle 
alterations.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
The present study considered the use of 

suction cups as a possible complementary 
treatment for patients with chronic pain. 
Future, controlled and randomized studies 
would be fundamental to analyze the 
underlying action of cups in controlling and 
decreasing pain, this would not only reveal 
the mechanisms of action in depth, but also 
advocate new targets for the alternative 
treatment of chronic pain.
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