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o
pen Access 1. Introduction

Lumbar disc herniation (LDH) refers to a syndrome characterized primarily by

lumbago and leg pain, caused by stimulation or compression of the sinuvertebral
nerve and nerve roots due to partial or complete rupture of the annulus fibrosus
after degenerative changes in the lumbar intervertebral disc, with the nucleus pul-
posus protruding outward either alone or together with the annulus fibrosus and
cartilaginous endplate [1]. The resulting pain is termed lumbar disc herniation-
induced pain. Among diagnoses for low back pain, LDH is the most common [2].

Poor habits such as prolonged sitting, extended periods of driving, and smoking
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have led to an increasing incidence of LDH, with a trend toward younger onset
[3]. As society progresses and demands for quality of life rise, the pain caused by
LDH has garnered increasing public attention. Currently, there are numerous
treatment methods for lumbar disc herniation-induced pain. Some studies indicate
no significant difference in efficacy between surgical and non-surgical treatments
for LDH [4]. As a conservative treatment, traditional Chinese external therapies
are widely applied in LDH management. These therapies include cupping, acu-
puncture, massage, herbal hot compress, and gua sha, which effectively alleviate
lumbar disc herniation-induced pain [5]. Additionally, they are cost-effective, re-
ducing patients’ financial burden and life stress while avoiding surgical risks and
associated complications. The treatment methods are simple, convenient, and have
minimal side effects, making them easily acceptable to patients. This review sum-
marizes the application of traditional Chinese external therapies in treating lumbar
disc herniation-induced pain, providing a theoretical basis for improving patient

outcomes.

2. Application of External Therapies in Traditional Chinese
Medicine for Lumbar Disc Herniation-Related Pain

2.1. Acupuncture Therapy Demonstrates Remarkable Efficacy in
Treating Lumbar Disc Herniation-Induced Pain

Acupuncture at specific points can stimulate pain-sensitive neurons, triggering
their discharge response and thereby inhibiting the occurrence of lumbar dis-
cogenic pain in patients [6]. Linghu Yongyi [7] conducted a randomized con-
trolled study on 68 patients with lumbar disc herniation-induced pain. After four
consecutive weeks of treatment in both the study and control groups, the results
demonstrated that acupuncture therapy effectively alleviated pain in these pa-
tients. For patients undergoing traditional Chinese external therapies, a single
treatment modality is often insufficient to achieve optimal therapeutic outcomes.
Therefore, studies have indicated that when patients lack surgical indications, a
comprehensive treatment approach combining acupuncture with tuina massage
and oral Chinese herbal medicine yields significant analgesic effects [8]. Acupunc-
ture therapy has shown remarkable efficacy in treating lumbar disc herniation-
induced pain. However, the sample size in each study group was relatively small,
and the patient population was sourced from a single institution. Future research
should involve multi-center collaborations to conduct large-sample, high-quality,
fully randomized controlled trials to further validate the efficacy of acupuncture

therapy for lumbar disc herniation-induced pain.

2.2. Massage Therapy Is Widely Used in the Treatment of Lumbar
Disc Herniation Pain

Tuina therapy in the treatment of lumbar disc herniation-related pain involves mas-
sage techniques to activate meridians, promote blood circulation, and achieve

pain relief. In exploring the efficacy of Tuina manipulation therapy [9], 120 pa-
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tients with lumbar disc herniation were divided into groups based on different
treatment methods. Statistical inference showed that the pain scores of the Tuina
treatment group were lower than those of the Western medication group, indi-
cating that Tuina therapy can alleviate symptoms of lumbar disc herniation-
related pain. A 2023 study by Tang Jiejie [10] demonstrated that Tuina effec-
tively reduces inflammatory responses in the lumbar region of LDH patients
and improves their pain symptoms, which aligns with the findings of Li Pengfei
etal [11] regarding the clinical efficacy of Tuina manipulation therapy for LDH.
Whether the treatment duration exceeded three weeks or was less than or equal
to three weeks, Tuina therapy significantly improved patients’ lumbar disc her-
niation-related pain symptoms. Research has shown that while traditional Chi-
nese Tuina therapy can alleviate low back pain symptoms in lumbar disc herni-
ation patients, it does not fundamentally alter the morphology of the lumbar
spinal canal or intervertebral discs [12]. Although Tuina therapy is widely ap-
plied and demonstrates notable efficacy, its indications and contraindications
should be carefully considered to avoid indiscriminate use. Additionally, Zhou
Xin et al. [13] found that Tai Chi exercise combined with Tuina can effectively
reduce pain, offering a promising treatment and preventive measure for elderly
LDH patients. Standalone Tuina therapy provides patients with a comfortable
treatment experience and effectively relieves low back pain symptoms. Further
exploration into the combined use of Tuina therapy with other treatment methods
may bring greater benefits to patients suffering from lumbar disc herniation-re-

lated pain.

2.3. Cupping Therapy Demonstrates Remarkable Efficacy in
Treating Lumbar Disc Herniation-Induced Pain

A study on the combined use of moxibustion and cupping therapy for LDH pa-
tients indicated [14] that cupping therapy alone can also improve short-term
lumbar disc herniation-related pain. With the application of cupping for low
back pain, combined cupping therapies have also been developed. Research has
shown that after using bloodletting cupping at the Weizhong (BL40) acupoint
combined with acupuncture therapy, LDH patients experienced reduced pain
symptoms [15]. A 2023 meta-analysis by Xie Zhenyao pointed out that blood-
letting cupping has significant efficacy in alleviating lumbar disc herniation-re-
lated pain in patients [16]. Studies have also demonstrated that modified
Shaoyao Gancao Decoction combined with bloodletting cupping therapy can
effectively relieve lumbar disc herniation-related pain in LDH patients [17].
Combined cupping therapies have been widely used in treating lumbar disc her-
niation-related pain. To more intuitively demonstrate the efficacy of cupping in
managing this condition, future studies could increase sample sizes and investi-
gate patients across different age groups with lumbar disc herniation-related
pain. Additionally, further development of combined cupping treatment meth-

ods should continue to provide LDH patients with more effective pain relief op-
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tions.

2.4. The Adjunctive Role of External Application of Traditional
Chinese Medicine in Treating Lumbar Disc Herniation Pain

External application of Chinese herbal medicine is one of the distinctive features
of traditional Chinese medicine treatment. Through syndrome differentiation and
treatment, an appropriate herbal formula is selected and applied topically to the
affected area of the patient. The active molecules of the herbs penetrate the skin
and reach the painful site in LDH patients, achieving the effects of reducing swell-
ing and alleviating pain [18]. Studies [19] have shown that external application of
Chinese herbal medicine has definite efficacy in treating lumbar disc herniation.
Feng Zhen [20] conducted a randomized controlled trial involving 90 patients
with lumbar disc herniation-related pain. The results demonstrated that the
study group receiving TCM massage combined with external herbal application
showed better outcomes in reducing low back and leg pain compared to the
conventional Western medication control group. A 2018 study by Huang Qin
[21] indicated that massage combined with external herbal application signifi-
cantly alleviated low back and leg pain in LDH patients, which aligns with the
findings of Chen Dongjun’s [22] research. External herbal application therapy
plays an auxiliary role in treating LDH, effectively improving lower limb pain in
patients [23]. This approach has achieved favorable therapeutic effects in the ad-
junctive treatment of lumbar disc herniation-related pain and can be widely com-
bined with other treatments, thereby enhancing the overall therapeutic efficacy

for this condition.

2.5. Exploration of the Therapeutic Efficacy of Gua Sha Therapy in
Treating Lumbar Disc Herniation Pain

Gua sha therapy is quite common in daily life, but its efficacy in alleviating pain
among patients with lumbar disc herniation (LDH) remains to be further ex-
plored. Gao Yujie et al. [24], in their systematic review and GRADE evidence qual-
ity assessment on the effectiveness of gua sha therapy in improving pain symp-
toms of LDH, demonstrated that gua sha yields favorable outcomes in treating
LDH-related pain, which aligns with the findings of Tan Ruyi et al [25]. Moreo-
ver, the study also noted that gua sha therapy exhibits more significant efficacy
compared to acupoint application, herbal hot compress therapy, and auricular
plaster therapy in managing LDH pain. Additionally, multiple scholars [26] [27]
have highlighted that timed gua sha therapy can effectively alleviate pain in LDH
patients with qi stagnation and blood stasis syndrome. In exploring the mecha-
nisms of gua sha therapy for LDH pain, Yang Min et al. [28] revealed that gua sha
helps suppress serum helper T (Th) 1/Th2 cell immunity triggered by autologous
nucleus pulposus in LDH model rats, restoring Th1/Th2 immune balance and re-
ducing LDH pain. The application of gua sha therapy in LDH pain management
shows a clear trend [29]. However, previous studies on the types, mechanisms,
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and efficacy of gua sha therapy for LDH patients still require further rigorous in-
vestigation. More randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and fundamental experi-
ments are needed in the future to advance the scientific understanding of gua sha

therapy in treating LDH-related pain.

3. Recommendations for the Application of External TCM
Therapies in Treating Lumbar Disc Herniation Pain

3.1. Establishing a Specialized Traditional Chinese Medicine
Nursing Outpatient Clinic for Lumbar Disc
Herniation-Related Pain

The efficacy of external TCM therapies in LDH has been increasingly validated.
Wang Cong’an ef al. [30] found that lumbar disc herniation patients who under-
went 12 months of TCM acupuncture and massage therapy showed reabsorption
of lumbar disc prolapse on MRI. While external TCM treatments demonstrate
remarkable effectiveness, the incomplete nationwide implementation of special-
ized TCM nursing clinics has led to difficulties in accessing care for patients.
Given their relatively low cost, ease of operation, and high patient acceptance, ex-
ternal TCM therapies could be extensively promoted in township health centers
through specialized TCM nursing clinics, enabling more lumbar disc herniation
pain patients to benefit from these treatments. Guan Yuxiang e al [31] have also

made relevant recommendations regarding this approach.

3.2. Constructing a Continuous Nursing Supervision Platform for
Patients with Lumbar Disc Herniation Pain Based on
Traditional Chinese Medicine External Therapies

Lumbar disc herniation pain can be treated with traditional Chinese medicine
(TCM) external therapy, but it is prone to recurrence due to poor living habits
and other factors. Therefore, patients should develop the habit of maintaining re-
habilitation and exercise after treatment [32]. Continuous care is widely used in
chronic diseases such as diabetes and hypertension, bringing many conveniences
to patients. However, it has not been widely implemented for TCM external ther-
apy for lumbar disc herniation pain. Fu Shaoli ef a/ [33] randomly divided 120
patients with lumbar disc herniation (LDH) who received non-surgical treatment
into two groups. The intervention group received continuous care services, and
after 12 weeks, the medical compliance of the intervention group was significantly
higher than that of the control group, and the patients’ poor living habits were
significantly improved. This finding is consistent with the results of Wei Juan et
al. [34]. The widespread use of WeChat facilitates rapid information transmis-
sion. Zhuang Jinxiu [35] et al used the WeChat platform to disseminate health
knowledge to postoperative LDH patients, leading to better understanding of dis-
ease health knowledge, improved lumbar function, and reduced pain. For LDH
patients who have undergone conservative treatment and are discharged, provid-

ing continuous care at home leads to better medical compliance and reduced pain,
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which helps reduce the recurrence rate of lumbar disc herniation pain [36]. Pa-
tients with lumbar disc herniation pain can effectively prevent symptoms by ex-
ercising, losing weight, or changing prolonged sitting or standing habits [1]. How-
ever, after patients recover and are discharged, they often overlook the possibility
of the disease recurring. Therefore, through WeChat public account posts, pa-
tients can learn about LDH on their own. By understanding the potential recur-
rence of pain after lumbar disc herniation, patients can consciously reduce the
occurrence of pain. Patients, doctors, and nurses form a WeChat group chat,
where they monitor each other’s exercise progress and provide guidance on diffi-
cult questions. When the condition worsens, the doctor and nurse remind patients
to seek medical attention promptly. This approach not only deepens patients’ un-
derstanding of disease-related knowledge but also enhances their awareness of ac-
tively preventing pain, reducing the incidence of lower back pain. In a relaxed and
supportive environment, patients can better manage and prevent lumbar disc her-

niation pain.

4. Conclusion

LDH is a condition that often causes pain. Traditional Chinese external therapies
such as acupuncture, massage, and cupping have relatively effective preventive
and curative effects, but due to the characteristics of LDH, it is prone to recur-
rence. Although traditional Chinese external therapies are widely used in the
treatment of patients with lumbar disc herniation pain, these patients have low
awareness and compliance with preventive exercises, and there is limited research
on the recurrence rate of pain after traditional Chinese external therapy. In the
future, further exploration can be conducted on the mechanisms and efficacy of
acupuncture, massage, cupping, scraping, and external application of Chinese
herbal medicine in treating lumbar disc herniation pain. At the same time, to en-
hance patients’ proactive learning of knowledge on preventing pain recurrence,
reduce the pain rate, and improve patients’ quality of life, targeted continuity of
care can be provided for lumbar disc herniation pain patients treated with tradi-

tional Chinese external therapies.
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