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Current Approaches in Cupping Therapy
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Abstract

Cupping therapy is a traditional treatment method with deep historical roots in Ancient Egyptian
Medicine, Traditional Chinese Medicine, and Islamic medicine. Its techniques include dry, wet, and
moving cupping. Its proposed mechanism of action involves creating negative pressure and enhancing
blood flow, thereby reducing inflammation, triggering endogenous pain modulation, and supporting
immune functions. From the perspective of Traditional Chinese Medicine, it regulates the flow of
energy, while in Islamic medicine, it is suggested to facilitate the removal of toxins. Recent studies have
demonstrated that cupping therapy is effective in managing musculoskeletal pain, rheumatic conditions,
sports rehabilitation, and circulatory health. It has been reported to alleviate pain and improve quality of
life in conditions such as chronic low back pain, fibromyalgia, knee osteoarthritis, and plantar fasciitis.
Furthermore, beneficial effects in neurological and psychological disorders such as migraine and
depression have been documented, showing an improvement in symptoms, reduced stress, and better
anxiety management. In the context of sports injuries and post-exercise muscle pain, cupping therapy
accelerates recovery and increases endurance. Additionally, it has been reported to help control
symptoms in asthma and enhance patient satisfaction. In abdominal obesity and metabolic syndrome,
cupping therapy reduces waist circumference and triglyceride levels, yielding results comparable to
acupuncture. In conclusion, cupping therapy stands out as a complementary method in various
healthcare fields. However, methodological limitations in current research necessitate further studies to
verify its efficacy and safety. Standardized protocols and objective measurements will bolster the
scientific evidence supporting this treatment.
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Amag: Kupa terapisi, Antik Misir Tibbi, Geleneksel Cin Tibb1 ve Islam tibbinda derin tarihi kokleri olan
geleneksel bir tedavi yontemidir. Teknikleri arasinda kuru, yas ve hareketli kupa yer alir. Onerilen etki
mekanizmasi, negatif basin¢ olusturarak kan akisini artirmayi, boylece iltihab1 azaltmayi, endojen agr
modiilasyonunu tetiklemeyi ve bagisiklik fonksiyonlarmi desteklemeyi igerir. Geleneksel Cin Tibbi
perspektifinden bakildiginda, enerji akisini diizenledigi, Islam tibbinda ise toksinlerin viicuttan atilmasini
kolaylastirdig: onerilmektedir.

Son calismalar, kupa terapisinin kas-iskelet agrilari, romatizmal rahatsizliklar, spor rehabilitasyonu ve
dolasim saglig1 yonetiminde etkili oldugunu gostermistir. Kronik bel agrisi, fibromiyalji, diz osteoartriti ve
plantar fasiit gibi durumlarda agriy1 hafifletip yasam kalitesini artirdigr bildirilmistir. Ayrica migren ve
depresyon gibi norolojik ve psikolojik rahatsizliklarda belirtilerin iyilestigi, stresin azaldig1 ve anksiyete
yonetiminin desteklendigi rapor edilmistir. Spor yaralanmalar1 ve egzersiz sonrasi kas agris1 baglaminda
ise, kupa terapisinin iyilesmeyi hizlandirdig: ve dayamiklilig: artirdig belirtilmistir.

Ek olarak, astim semptomlarinin kontroliinde ve hasta memnuniyetinin artirilmasinda faydali oldugu rapor
edilmistir. Abdominal obezite ve metabolik sendrom durumlarinda, kupa terapisinin bel ¢evresini ve
trigliserit seviyelerini azalttig1 ve bu sonuglarin akupunktura benzer oldugu goriilmiistiir.

Sonug olarak, kupa terapisi gesitli saglik alanlarinda tamamlayici bir yontem olarak one ¢ikmaktadir.
Ancak, mevcut arastirmalardaki metodolojik simirlamalar, etkinliginin ve giivenliginin dogrulanmasi icin
daha fazla calismay1 gerekli kilmaktadir. Standart protokoller ve objektif olgiimler, bu tedavi yontemini
destekleyen bilimsel kanitlar1 giiclendirecektir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Kupa terapisi, Giincel yaklasim, Geleneksel tedavi

*Corresponding author: Kenan Toprak, Harran University School of Medicine Hospital, Osmanbey Campus, Haliliye, Sanliurfa / TURKIYE
E-mail: kentoprak@hotmail.com Received: 03 December 2024 Accepted: January 2025
Cite as: TOPRAK K et al. Current Approaches in Cupping Therapy. JCMBS 2025; x(x): xxxxxx doi.org/ 10.5281/zenodo.14608805

The copyrights of the works published in our journal belong to our journal and are published as open access with the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.



https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8923-8709
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9469-4757
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8479-0235
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0343-5291

TOPRAK K et al. Current in Cupping Therapy

Highlights
e Cupping therapy helps with pain, rheumatic conditions, sports recovery, and mental health issues like
migraines and depression.
e Itreduces waist size, triglycerides, and aids asthma symptom control.
e Despite its diverse applications, methodological limitations in current studies highlight the need for
standardized protocols and objective measurements to validate its efficacy and safety.

Introduction

Cupping therapy is a modality within traditional medicine that has spanned from antiquity to the present day.
Historical data show that this therapy technique has held an important place in the medical literature of Ancient
Egypt, Traditional Chinese Medicine, and Islamic medicine (particularly in the form referred to as “hijama”) (1-
3). When examining the methods and mechanisms of cupping therapy, it is evident that various techniques —
including dry cupping, wet cupping, and moving cupping—are employed (2,4). The mechanism of action is
believed to involve the generation of negative pressure and enhanced circulation, increasing regional blood and
lymph flow, and thus delivering more oxygen and nutrients to the tissues. Additionally, it may modulate
inflammatory responses and pain by inducing mild stimulation on the skin that activates endogenous pain
modulation mechanisms, triggering the release of certain cytokines and neuropeptides that reduce inflammation.
In Traditional Chinese Medicine, cupping therapy is thought to balance energy (qi) flow by focusing on
meridians and acupuncture points, while in Islamic medicine (“hijama”), it is proposed to support the body’s
detoxification processes, boost blood circulation, and reinforce immune function (2—4). With roots dating back
thousands of years, cupping therapy appears in written sources in both Far Eastern and Middle Eastern medicine
in various forms (3). Modern scientific research has increasingly focused on its potential benefits in a wide range
of areas, particularly pain control, musculoskeletal conditions, and enhancing circulation (1,4).

Literature Review Method

This review was compiled by searching international databases such as PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and
Google Scholar between 2019 and 2023 using the keywords “cupping therapy,” “kupa terapisi,” “hijama,” and
“complementary and alternative medicine.” Inclusion criteria encompass peer-reviewed clinical studies, meta-
analyses, and systematic reviews published between 2019 and 2023 focusing on cupping therapy’s efficacy in
various conditions, while exclusion criteria include non-clinical studies, case reports, and publications with
insufficient methodological rigor. A total of 65 studies were reviewed, including 40 clinical trials, 15 meta-
analyses, and 10 systematic reviews.

Studies identified as relevant based on title and abstract screening were accessed in full text, with a primary focus
on clinical research and meta-analyses. The objective of this extensive literature search was to identify current
trends and potential research gaps regarding cupping therapy in recent literature. The following section provides
a multifaceted evaluation of the theoretical foundations and clinical efficacy of cupping therapy. It discusses the
main themes, case selection criteria, intervention methods, and reported outcomes of the selected studies.

Musculoskeletal Pain and Rheumatic Diseases

Cupping therapy has been described as a method offering remarkable effects in the management of
musculoskeletal pain and rheumatic diseases. Studies on chronic low back pain have reported that dry cupping
alleviates pain and improves quality of life. When applied in conjunction with Traditional Chinese Medicine
approaches, cupping therapy has shown a more pronounced effect compared to nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (5). Similarly, dry cupping has been reported to significantly reduce pain levels in nonspecific neck pain in
the short term, providing quicker pain relief when combined with ischemic compression of trigger points (6). In
patients with fibromyalgia, wet cupping has proven effective in relieving pain and sleep disturbances, leading to
a meaningful reduction in both pain intensity and the number of tender points. These outcomes suggest that
cupping therapy may serve as a complementary option for fibromyalgia management (7). In patients with knee
osteoarthritis, cupping therapy has been reported to reduce pain and stiffness while contributing to functional
improvement; meta-analyses underscore its significance in enhancing physical function and mitigating
symptoms (8). Moreover, in cases of plantar fasciitis, dry cupping was found effective in relieving heel pain and
facilitating functional recovery, with marked improvement in pain severity and range of motion (9). Collectively,
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these findings suggest that cupping therapy may be a promising complementary method for pain management
and quality-of-life enhancement in musculoskeletal and rheumatic conditions. The improved blood flow and
reduced inflammatory markers observed with cupping therapy directly correspond to the reduction in pain and
stiffness reported in conditions like knee osteoarthritis. Beyond physical pain, cupping therapy has shown
promise in addressing conditions with a neurological and psychological basis, further broadening its therapeutic
scope.

Neurological and Psychological Disorders

Cupping therapy is also viewed as a method with potential benefits for neurological and psychological disorders.
For example, wet cupping has been reported to reduce the frequency and intensity of migraine attacks, with one
study noting an average 66% decrease in headache severity. Moreover, the reported side effects were mild and
transient (10). It has additionally been proposed that the regulatory effects of cupping therapy on circulation may
aid stress and anxiety management. In the treatment of depressive disorders, a combination of acupuncture,
cupping therapy, and physical exercise has shown favorable results by promoting overall mental and physical
well-being (11). The regulation of blood flow and reduction in neuroinflammatory markers may underlie the
observed decrease in migraine severity and improved anxiety management.

Sports Health and Rehabilitation

Cupping therapy has also garnered attention as an auxiliary method for sports injuries and post-exercise muscle
soreness. Dry and moving cupping applications reportedly expedite muscle recovery processes by reducing post-
exercise pain, and they further increase muscle strength and endurance (12). For sports injuries, it is suggested
that cupping therapy promotes healing by regulating circulation and diminishing inflammation. Studies in this
area have demonstrated lower perceived pain levels and enhanced joint mobility (13). The benefits of cupping
therapy on physical recovery and performance extend to cardiovascular and circulatory health, highlighting its
systemic effects.

Circulatory and Cardiovascular Health

Cupping therapy may have cardioprotective benefits, as it has been associated with improvements in
electrocardiographic parameters, possibly playing a role in arrhythmia management. Certain research indicates
that dry cupping significantly reduces arrhythmia prevalence (14). Additionally, using larger-sized cups has been
reported to enhance cutaneous blood flow more effectively, potentially strengthening the circulatory benefits of
the method (15).

Dermatological Conditions

Cupping therapy has also shown promise as a complementary approach for dermatological disorders. Moving
cupping in plaque psoriasis has been observed to reduce both inflammation and skin thickening, yielding
significant improvements in PASI and DLQI scores; no relapse was reported during a six-month follow-up (16).
For eczema, wet cupping has demonstrated symptomatic relief, although larger scale randomized controlled
trials are needed for more conclusive evidence.

Respiratory Disorders

In asthma, wet cupping therapy may prove effective in symptom management and improving patient
satisfaction. Studies have reported notable improvements in asthma control scores and a significant increase in
patient satisfaction with treatment (17).

Obesity and Metabolic Diseases

For abdominal obesity and metabolic syndrome, medical cupping therapy has been shown to reduce waist
circumference, triglyceride levels, and subcutaneous fat thickness, providing results comparable to acupuncture.
Moreover, the lower frequency of treatment sessions compared to some other interventions is considered an
advantage that may enhance patient compliance (18-20).

Clinical Applications of Cupping Therapy
Cupping therapy has been applied in various clinical settings, demonstrating benefits across multiple conditions.
For musculoskeletal pain, such as chronic low back pain and knee osteoarthritis, it has been shown to reduce pain
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intensity and improve physical function (5, 8). In fibromyalgia, it alleviates pain and sleep disturbances by
decreasing the number of tender points (7). Neurological disorders like migraines have also been addressed, with
studies reporting reduced headache frequency and severity (10). In respiratory conditions, wet cupping has been
linked to improved asthma control and higher patient satisfaction (17). Additionally, cupping therapy has been
explored for its role in reducing waist circumference and triglyceride levels in patients with abdominal obesity
and metabolic syndrome, showing results comparable to acupuncture (18-20). Additionally, promising results
have been obtained in epileptic patients (21,22).

These findings underline cupping therapy’s versatility as a complementary approach, although further studies
are needed to validate its effects in larger populations.

Recommendations and Conclusions

Studies from 2019 to 2023 indicate that cupping therapy may serve as a supportive method for a range of
conditions, notably musculoskeletal pain, certain chronic pain syndromes, sports rehabilitation, and circulatory
disorders. Despite a recent surge in research on cupping therapy, methodological limitations and the absence of
standardized treatment protocols make it difficult to generalize findings. Therefore, more advanced research
designs, including the use of blinding and appropriate control groups, are needed to strengthen the foundational
evidence of its efficacy and safety. Future investigations are expected to integrate comprehensive and long-term
clinical trials with standardized cupping protocols, controlled and blinded methodologies, and objective
measurements of biological markers (e.g., inflammation, tissue oxygenation). This approach will help establish a
robust scientific foundation on the efficacy, safety, and applicability of cupping therapy.

To advance the understanding and application of cupping therapy, future research should focus on developing
standardized protocols that include parameters such as cup size, duration, and frequency. Additionally,
exploring the effects of cupping therapy on biomarkers related to inflammation, tissue oxygenation, and immune
function could provide valuable insights into its mechanisms of action. Conducting long-term randomized
controlled trials is also essential to comprehensively evaluate its efficacy and safety across diverse patient
populations.
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