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Disclaimers and Disclosures

• The views and opinions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect 

the position or policy of the Department of Veterans Affairs or the 

United States government.

• I have received funding from the VA Office of Research and 

Development, the Department of Defense, and the National 

Institutes of Health for research related to chronic pain.
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Chronic Pain in Veterans 
• U.S. veterans experience higher rates of 

chronic pain compared to nonveterans, as well 

as higher prevalence and more severe pain.

• One in ten (9.1%) veterans live with severe 

chronic pain.

• Veterans had similar or higher adjusted 

prevalence of pain across various types 

compared to nonveterans even after equalizing 

for age, sex, race, and ethnicity.
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1. https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/pain/veterans

2. https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/health-programs-for-veterans-living-with-chronic-pain
3. https://uspainfoundation.org/news/the-impact-of-pain-in-america/
4. Taylor KA, Kapos FP, Sharpe JA, Kosinski AS, Rhon DI, Goode AP. Seventeen-Year National Pain Prevalence Trends Among U.S. Military Veterans. medRxiv [Preprint]. 2023 Apr 10:2023.03.27.23287408. doi: 10.1101/2023.03.27.23287408. Update in: J Pain. 2024 

May;25(5):104420. doi: 10.1016/j.jpain.2023.11.003. PMID: 37034604; PMCID: PMC10081421.

https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/pain/veterans
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/health-programs-for-veterans-living-with-chronic-pain


Complementary and Integrative Health 
(CIH)

If a CIH approach to 
medical treatment (i.e., 
yoga, acupuncture) is 

used along with 
conventional medicine, it 

is complementary.

Integrative health refers 
to the coordination of 
complementary and 

conventional healthcare 
approaches.
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https://www.nccih.nih.gov/

Integrative Medicine

Combines conventional (standard) therapies 
(such as drugs and surgery) with 

complementary therapies (such as 
acupuncture and yoga)



Complementary 
and Integrative 
Health (CIH) in 
the VA System

2010

DOD Pain Management 
Task Force finds lack of 
non-medication modalities 
and recommends CIH

2011

Office of Patient Centered 
Care and Cultural 
Transformation 
(OPCC&CT) was 
established by VA

2014

Integrative Health 
Coordinating Center 
(IHCC) launched to bring 
CIH approaches to the VA 
healthcare system

2017

VA Whole Health System 
of care included 
acupuncture as one of its 
CIH modalities, offered in 
VA’s medical benefits 
package

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/management_briefs/default.cfm?ManagementBriefsMenu=eBrief-
no205&eBriefTitle=Evidence+Map+of+Acupuncture+as+Treatment+for+Adult+Health+Conditions:+Update+from+2013+%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%80%9C+2021



VA Evidence 
Based 
Synthesis 
Briefs

Massage (update from 2018-2023) 
According to the new evidence, massage 
therapy is likely to be of benefit for 
conditions such as chronic low back pain, 
fibromyalgia, and myofascial pain.

Other evidence maps include 
acupuncture, mindfulness, tai chi, 
hypnosis, biofeedback, guided imagery, 
and yoga.

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/management_briefs/default.cfm



Evidence Map of 
Acupuncture for 
Pain
•The bubble plot summarizes the 
results of 59 systematic reviews for 
21 distinct indications relevant to 
the outcome pain [search date: 
March 2013].
•Most recently updated in 2021 with 
growing evidence for fibromyalgia, 
though need more RCTs relative to 
systematic reviews.

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/esp/acupuncture.pdf 

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/publications/esp/acupuncture.pdf


Whole Health 

https://www.va.gov/atlanta-health-care/programs/whole-health/

Also offered at Atlanta VA:
• Chiropractic
• Medical Massage
• Acupuncture



Battlefield 
Acupuncture
• Developed in 2001 by 

Richard Niemtzow , Air 
Force radiation oncologist 
and flight surgeon

• Grouped 5 acupuncture 
points in a certain 
sequence to address 
acute and chronic pain



• Retrospective analysis (September 2020)
• Over ¾ experienced immediate pain decrease
• 60% reported MCID; average decrease was 2.5 points
• Opioid use in the past year = less improvement

PMID: 32826779   PMCID: PMC7497594







The vagus: a 
mixed nerve

• 80% afferent fibers 

   (input to CNS)

• 20% efferent fibers 

   (output to body)

Photo Credit: Bruno Bordoni, PhD in StatPearls



Trans-auricular Vagus Nerve Stimulation 
(taVNS) - investigational 
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Cranial Electrotherapy 
Stimulation (CES)

• Brain is stimulated by a tiny current of 

electricity,≤ 600 millionths of an ampere

• FDA recognizes CES as a Class II device for 

the treatment of depression, anxiety, and 

insomnia, and research backs its efficacy at 

treating pain and stress disorders

• Thought to modulate brain cells to return 

them to a healthy, normal state



Summary

• Veterans experience higher rates of pain and pain severity than the 
general population

• Nonpharmacologic approaches are available in the VA and 
recommended based on evidence-based synthesis briefs (can the rest 
of the US also integrate?)

• Battlefield acupuncture is an easy to apply ear acupuncture technique 

• Other targeted auricular therapies are available and under study for 
chronic pain, and the hope is that these will be covered by insurance in 
the future, if found effective
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