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(1) Summary of the impact   

 

Integrative Medicine (IM) fills gaps in existing therapeutic practices, treats the whole body, and 

increases healthcare choices. We have demonstrated the clinical benefits of IM (namely, exercise, 

acupoints interventions and auriculotherapy) and its ability to enable the self-management of 

chronic diseases. IM has benefited a substantial segment of patients including the elderly, those 

with insomnia, and cancer patients. Our research has influenced government health care policy, 

clinical practices in the Hospital Authority of Hong Kong and non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs), via improved services and healthcare professional training. 

 

 

(2) Underpinning research   
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Integrative Medicine (IM) uses both western medicine and traditional Eastern medicine to improve 

the quality-of-life of patients with chronic illnesses. As western medicine cannot fully alleviate 

chronic symptoms and has limitations, more holistic and culturally-relevant approaches can enhance 

patient recoveries. Our research effort involved trials using traditional exercises (i.e. Tai chi and 

qigong) and acupoint interventions (i.e. acupuncture, acupressure, transcutaneous electrical nerve 

stimulation on acupoints/Acu-Tens, auriculotherapy) and has provided much needed evidence 

regarding IM for the elderly/frail elderly, and patients with insomnia and cancer. A study by our team 

in 2003 showed that qigong was effective in improving mental health and providing stress relief [R1]. 

 

We also demonstrated that acupoint interventions and auriculotherapy benefited physical fitness as 

well as mental well-being, confirming their importance in holistic healthcare management. 

Acupuncture and Acu-Tens improved respiratory functions and stalled the progress of respiratory 

disorders [R2]. A new Acu-Tens protocol was developed which was shown to improve lung 

functional capacity in Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease patients; it can be extended to patients 

with asthma and related diseases.  

 

Our research over the years has focused on several other possible benefits of acupuncture as well. A 

study we conducted in 2015 on the effects of acupuncture on pain in adults [R3] showed that 

acupuncture can significantly alleviate post-operative pain. The first large multisite trial for managing 

a complex symptom, cancer-related fatigue, for which there are very limited therapeutic options, with 



acupuncture was conducted in 2010-2012 [R4]. Studies on the quality of sleep have been a further 

research interest for our team since 2002. One of our studies on sleep found that auriculotherapy and 

acupuncture improved the quality of sleep [R5]. Our team demonstrated the use of magnetic pellets 

for auricular therapy (auriculotherapy) to manage sleep problems; this therapy was applicable to the 

elderly and could shorten sleep latency, decrease the number of mid-sleep awakenings, and improve 

overall sleep efficiency. The therapy is hygienic, cheap, painless and safe unlike other traditional 

TCM treatment modalities, such as ear acupuncture. Moreover, auriculotherapy does not involve the 

use of needles. The standardised treatment protocol has been demonstrated to be equally effective in 

‘excessive’ or ‘deficient’ insomnia.  

 

In research unrelated to auriculotherapy, the possibility of regulating anxiety and depression by 

manipulating cortisol levels through traditional forms of exercise (such as qigong) was 

demonstrated for clinical situations in 2013 [R6]. This may serve as a potential biomarker to assist 

the future clinical application of IM approaches. 
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(4) Details of the impact   

 

Impact on clinical practice   

Our clinical studies resulted in protocols, developed via testing with randomized controlled trials, that 

have been adopted in several rehabilitation and nursing departments in the Hospital Authority (HA) 

of Hong Kong. The Acu-Tens/acupressure procedures have been included in the practice guidelines 

for pulmonary rehabilitation aimed at physiotherapists in the Hospital Authority (HA); these 

guidelines have been adopted by at least one large HA hospital (Tuen Mun Hospital) for alleviating 

dyspnea for COPD patients [S1]. 

 

As a result of the clinical trials, our research has been included in the clinical guidelines of the 

international Society for Integrative Oncology [S2], which includes 29 countries, and has reached 

more than 1,000 society members. The guidelines are also accessible to a large number of people 

through the open-access publications by this society. Part of our research is also included in the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/gps.861


National Comprehensive Cancer Network (NCCN) antiemetic guidelines [S3], and has reached 

>50,000 of its members. Moreover, our research has been considered by USA’s National Guideline 

Clearing House and Agency of Healthcare Research & Quality. In addition, the work by Profs. 

Molassiotis and Suen have been incorporated into patient information websites [S4] and professional 

websites such as that of the USA Oncology Nursing Society which can be accessed by >10,000 of its 

members [S4]. The National Cancer Institute in USA has cited our work in its Physician Data Query 

series on ‘Acupuncture’, which is an open-access comprehensive source of cancer information for 

clinicians and patients worldwide [S5]. 

 

Our 2015 study on acupuncture was part of the evidence submitted by the Academic Consortium for 

Integrative Medicine & Health in the USA to the USA’s Department of Health & Human Services, 

regarding the management of pain in adults [S6]. Since then, key recommendations from that report 

have been adopted in hospitals in the US. Further, in collaboration with Yan Chai Hospital in HK, 

our team developed protocols for applying ‘sitting tai chi’ and qigong 

(http://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/handle/10397/6482) as treatment to improve the balance, coordination and 

mental health of the frail elderly [S7]. Also, in 2016, a key Australian mental health charity, ‘Beyond 

Blue’, developed a guide for healthcare professionals specializing in caring for the elderly, laying out 

ways to promote emotional well-being in the elderly [S8]; this guide cited the 2006 qigong trial by 

our team on physical exercise; being now a key document in the Australian Parliament. 

 

Impact on community and primary health care 

Our team was invited for consultation by three NGOs: the Hong Kong Society for the Aged [SAGE], 

Evangelical Lutheran Church Social Service-Hong Kong [ELCHK] and the Neighbourhood Advice-

Action Council. Our team held ‘train the trainers’ workshops on auriculotherapy and sleep 

management for the NGO staff, based on our trials’ findings. A total of 602 staff from over 130 non-

governmental organizations were trained in the workshops. Nearly 1500 clients (either through 

individualized or group therapy) have since received the therapy, and 70–85% of them have stated 

that their sleep problems have been alleviated after the therapy [S9]. Three audio-visual or printed 

material products on the use of auriculotherapy to treat sleep disturbance have been produced and 

distributed to NGOs by SAGE over the years; these materials have also been placed in 29 public 

libraries in Hong Kong. They include over 1000 DVDs, 1200 booklets, and 2000 books on promoting 

sleep in the elders. An NGO staff member who received this training was interviewed by the press 

for her successful application of the therapy to her clients [S9]. 

 

The results of our study on the use of tai chi for physical therapy were published as press releases by 

prestigious scientific societies [S10]. The clinical outcomes of using our research have been 

recognized internationally, generating public debate, influencing health guidelines and gaining the 

widespread attention of the media.  

 

Impact on professional training and curriculum 

The research team shaped and reformed the curriculum for training professionals by introducing 

courses on IM as programmes for the bachelors and masters degrees. Over 250 students, in each 

academic year, receive training in IM. In addition, advanced training programs for practicing 

professionals in the HA are also conducted.  
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