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A B S T R A C T   

The principle of acupoint stimulation efficacy is based on traditional meridian theory. However, 
the molecular mechanisms underlying the therapeutic effects of acupoints in treating diseases 
remain unclear in modern scientific understanding. In this study, we selected the ST36 acupoint 
for investigation and summarized all relevant literature from the PubMed database over the past 
10 years. The results indicate that stimulation of ST36 single acupoints has therapeutic effects 
mainly in models of respiratory, neurological, digestive, endocrine and immune system diseases. 
And it can affect the inflammatory state, oxidative stress, respiratory mucus secretion, intestinal 
flora, immune cell function, neurotransmitter transmission, hormone secretion, the network of 
Interstitial Cells of Cajal (ICC) and glucose metabolism of the organism in these pathological 
states. Among them, acupuncture at the ST36 single point has the most prominent function in 
regulating the inflammatory state, which can mainly affect the activation of MAPK signaling 
pathway and drive the "molecular-cellular" mode involving macrophages, T-lymphocytes, mast 
cells (MCs) and neuroglial cells as the core to trigger the molecular level changes of the 
acupuncture point locally or in the target organ tissues, thereby establishing a multi-system, 
multi-target, multi-level molecular regulating mechanism. This article provides a comprehen
sive summary and discussion of the molecular mechanisms and effects of acupuncture at the ST36 
acupoint, laying the groundwork for future in-depth research on acupuncture point theory.   

1. Introduction 

Acupoint needling is an important treatment tool in Chinese medicine, and acupoints are important concepts in traditional Chinese 
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medicine theory. Acupoints mainly refer to special points or areas on the meridian lines of the human body and have different 
properties that make them good at treating different diseases. Acupoints require certain intervention means to truly play a therapeutic 
role. In the clinic, acupoints are usually stimulated by needling, electroacupuncture, moxibustion, etc. to treat relevant diseases, and 
the efficacy of acupoint stimulation has been confirmed in some existing clinical randomized controlled trials [1–5]. However, the 
underlying principle of how acupoint stimulation exerts a therapeutic role remains to be elucidated. 

In recent years, research on the mechanism of acupuncture has emerged. The neuroanatomical mechanism behind the effect of 
electroacupuncture at ST36, as discovered by Professor Ma Qiufu’s team, is associated with the presence of abundant PROKR2-Cre 
neuronal fibers at ST36. These fibers can activate the vagus-adrenal axis, leading to anti-inflammatory responses. This provides the 
scientific basis for using acupuncture at traditional acupoints in the treatment of diseases in modern medicine [6]. Thus acupoint 
needling can not only elicit changes in the local microenvironment of the acupoints, but also stimulate the functions of distal tissues or 
target organs innervated by the manipulated nerves, thereby regulating release of neurotransmitters, hormones and other signaling 
molecules [7].Taking ST36 as an example, metabolomics and proteomics analyses demonstrate that needling ST36 can affect proteins 
involved in transport, signaling pathways, and receptor interactions, and these proteins play key roles in regulating various metabolic 
pathways and may influence each other [8]. These include inflammatory response, immune response, oxidative stress, cell differen
tiation, hormone secretion, neural signaling, and intestinal flora. Therefore, the effects of acupoints result from the interaction of 
multiple factors. Such multi-linked, multi-factor, multi-systemic network regulation is considered the most fundamental model of 
acupoint stimulation effects and a current hot topic in acupoint research. Hence, the authors systematically reviewed the relevant 
literature, and took ST36 as an example to summarize the molecular effects of needling ST36 under pathological models. Approaching 
from a molecular biology perspective, they attempt to elucidate the mechanism underlying acupoint ST36 in treating diseases, 
comprehensively demonstrating the application scope of ST36. This lays the foundation for modern scientific interpretation of the 
action of ST36 and the possible mechanisms. 

2. Literature retrieval methods 

2.1. Retrieval strategy 

We conducted a literature search on PubMed, focusing on articles published between January 2012 and October 2023. The search 
terms used in the title and abstract: ("Acupuncture" or "Stimulation" or "Electroacupuncture" or " Moxibustion") and ("ST36″ or 
"Zusanli"). No language restriction was applied and all literature was limited to animal studies. Applying the site’s search engine for 
initial filtering, we identified 1778 relevant articles imported into Excel by removing 2878 duplicates from a total of 4816 documents. 

2.2. Literature inclusion criteria 

The literature included publications that were either published or had research results. It mainly consisted of basic research 
conducted on animal experiments. Intervention modalities were limited to manual acupuncture or electroacupuncture. Therapeutic 
point selection focused solely on studies involving a single ST36 point. The evaluation indexes of experimental results primarily 
involved biomolecular type, including genes, proteins, cytokines, hormones, etc. 

2.3. Literature exclusion criteria 

Literature was excluded with article type classified as review, data mining, systematic evaluation, meta-analysis. Additionally, 
Literature with article content related to case experience, clinical randomized controlled study was excluded. Articles were also 
excluded if they involved acupuncture used in combination with other therapies, such as acupuncture combined with drug injection to 
treat disease, acupuncture combined with moxibustion to treat disease, etc. Furthermore, literature in which the experimental point 
selection included ST36 but the number of points used was greater than or equal to two was excluded. Finally, we excluded non- 
molecular mechanism studies that evaluated experimental results based solely on physical indicators, such as blood pressure, 
gastrointestinal peristaltic rhythm, etc. 

2.4. Literature analysis and results 

Based on a number of published articles of the same type, we selected key data for extraction. A data source repository was created 
through Excel, and criteria for extracts were established, including authors, animal models, intervention methods, intervention pa
rameters and measurements. Four authors extracted this data, and the remaining authors cross-checked it for final integration. 

Before selecting the target literature, Excel was applied to import the relevant literature and manually screen the research literature 
that matched the topic. Among them, 63 articles of review and systematic evaluation, 131 articles of irrelevant literature (including 
data mining, meta-analysis and visualization analysis) and invalid literature (personal experience and articles without valid results) 
were excluded. Additionally, 190 articles of non-molecular mechanism studies, 142 articles of combination therapies (including 
combination of needles and drugs, combination of acupuncture and moxibustion, and etc.), 1026 articles of dual-acupuncture point or 
group-acupuncture point studies, and 36 articles of clinical studies were also excluded. Finally, 190 valid literatures were included in 
the study. This process involved data extraction by one author and proofreading by other researchers. The screening process is shown 
in Fig. 1. 
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3. Effect of acupuncture at ST36 on different systemic diseases 

3.1. Respiratory system diseases 

In respiratory diseases, acupuncture at ST36 may ameliorate respiratory symptoms by modulating the inflammatory state, 
oxidative stress and respiratory mucus hypersecretion mainly through the Janus kinase/Signal transducer and activator of tran
scription (JAK/STAT) signaling pathway, and acupuncture at ST36 may play a therapeutic role in models of acute lung injury (ALI), 
asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS). Details are shown in Table 1. 

3.1.1. Regulation of inflammatory states 
In respiratory diseases, including COPD, asthma, ALI, and ARDS, they all have varying degrees of inflammation in the lungs and 

respiratory tract, causing damage to pulmonary capillary endothelial cells and pulmonary epithelial cells, and can even induce 
bronchial smooth muscle spasms and dyspnea [18–20]. Research has found [9,10] that electroacupuncture at ST36 can alleviate 
inflammatory injury in lung tissues and periphery by reducing the release of inflammatory mediator interleukin-6 (IL-6) and inhibiting 
the activation of JAK1/STAT3 pathway in plasma and lung tissues of the ALI model, which in turn decreasing the expression of 
downstream signaling molecules, factors tumor necrosis factor α (TNF-α), Bcl-2-associated X (Bax) and Caspase-3. And downstream 
apoptotic factors such as B-cell lymphoma-2 (Bcl-2), Bax and Caspase-3 can also participate in eosinophil (EOS) -induced inflammatory 
changes in the airways [21]. Evidence suggests [11] that electroacupuncture stimulation at ST36 in asthmatic rats can regulate EOS 
cell function by up-regulating Fas mRNA and down-regulating Bcl-2 mRNA expression, attenuating the infiltration state of EOS locally 
in the airways and blocking their release of inflammatory mediators, relieving and reducing asthma attacks. Meanwhile, JAK1 can 
inversely regulate STAT3 activation by mediating the phosphorylation of silent mating type information regulation 2 homolog-1 
(SIRT1) [22]. Moreover, in regulating inflammation, SIRT1 affects inflammation progression through the deacetylation of related 
proteins [23]. However, nuclear factor kappa-beta (NF-κB), as a downstream signaling pathway of JAK1, is widely involved in the 
inflammation process. SIRT1 can directly inhibit the NF-κB pathway by deacetylating the p65 subunit of the NF-κB complex, while 
IL-6-mediated cytokine storms may be mediated by phosphorylation of the NF-κB subunit p65 [24]. Evidence suggests [12] that 
electroacupuncture at ST36 promotes SIRT1 expression in lung tissues and inhibits the activation of the NF-κB signaling pathway, and 
reduces inflammatory factors TNF-α, interleukin-1β (IL-1β), and IL-6 production in lung tissues, bronchoalveolar lavage fluid (BALF), 
and plasma to reduce inflammatory infiltrative injury in the model of COPD. Electroacupuncture at ST36 may reduce inflammatory 
injury in lung tissues by regulating SIRT1 expression negatively feedback the activation of the JAK1/STAT3 pathway mediated by IL-6 
and inhibiting NF-κB pro-inflammatory signaling cascade. 

In other studies [13,14], electroacupuncture stimulation at ST36 in a COPD model can increase dopamine (DA) secretion by 
activating dopamine D2 receptors, which in turn reduces the levels of the inflammatory factors TNF-α, IL-1β, IL-6, and interleukin-8 
(IL-8) in lung tissues and BALF. At the same time, lung function-related indices, including functional residual airflow, total airway 
resistance, and pulmonary dynamic compliance, etc. were improved. Furthermore, DA, as an important neurotransmitter, can 
negatively regulate NF-κB and JAK/STAT signaling pathways to participate in inflammatory changes [25]. Therefore, the process of 
electroacupuncture at ST36 single point to improve the inflammatory state through the dopamine pathway may be achieved through 
the JAK/STAT signaling pathway. 

3.1.2. Modulation of oxidative stress 
Oxidative stress is closely associated the severity of many chronic respiratory diseases such as asthma, COPD, pneumonia and lung 

cancer. Increased oxidative stress in the lungs can activate neutrophils and macrophages as well as lung epithelial cells causing large 
amounts of reactive oxygen species (ROS) production, which directly act on and destroy biochemical macromolecules such as proteins, 
lipids, and nucleic acids, leading to cellular dysfunction or death causing a protease-antiprotease imbalance and driving the release of 
inflammatory mediators [26,27]. Studies demonstrated [15,16] that electroacupuncture at ST36 can activate the antioxidant 

Fig. 1. Flow chart of the search strategy and process.  
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mechanisms. To be specific, this method can activate α7 nicotinic acetylcholine receptor (α7nAchR) through the sciatic and cervical 
vagal pathways to inhibit ferroptosis in alveolar epithelial cells, then reduce ROS and peroxide malondialdehyde (MDA) levels in lung 
tissue and BALF, and increase the levels of the antioxidant molecules glutathione peroxidase 4 (GPX4) and ferritin heavy chain 1 
(FTH1). After that, the lipid peroxidation process triggered by ferroptosis enhanced, and the production of inflammatory factors in the 
COPD/ARDS model obstruct as well as to improve the mucus secretion of the airway and alleviate airway obstruction. Therefore, 
electroacupuncture at ST36 single point can induce the production of antioxidant factors through the cholinergic pathway, inhibit 
ferroptosis in respiratory pathology, and maintain the dynamic balance of the oxidative and antioxidative systems in the body. And 
there is a changing relationship between the cholinergic pathway and the JAK/STAT signaling pathway during oxidative stress [28]. 
Electroacupuncture at ST36 single point may reduce oxidative stress by activating the cholinergic pathway to release acetylcholine and 
inhibiting the activation of the JAK/STAT signaling pathway. 

3.1.3. Improved mucus hypersecretion 
The inflammatory state of the lungs and respiratory tract can lead to a chronic mucus hypersecretion state, which can cause lung 

parenchymal damage. Meanwhile, a pathological increase in mucin-5AC (MUC5AC) in the airway mucus is the main component of 
airway mucoproteins. Usually, the pathological increase of MUC5AC is considered to be a feature of excessive airway and mucus 
secretion, which is mainly secreted by goblet cells [29–31]. Studies have demonstrated [17] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single 
point can improve lung ventilation by down-regulating the expression of MUC5AC mediated by the epidermal growth factor recep
tor/p38 mitogen-activated protein kinases (EGFR/p38MAPK) signaling pathway, thereby inhibiting the mucus hypersecretion state in 
COPD, which in turn reduces the levels of the cytokines transfer growth factor α (TGF-α), TNF-α and IL-8 in the lung tissue, BALF and 
serum. Additionally, p38 MAPK has the ability to interact with the JAK/STAT signaling pathway. In the regulation of respiratory 
mucus secretion, the specific molecular changes involve the phosphorylation of STAT transcription factors and increased levels of IL-5 
[32]. It is worth noting that p38 MAPK can affect the activity of STAT3 by regulating its phosphorylation status [33]. Therefore, 
acupuncture at ST36 may inhibit MUC5AC protein expression by suppressing the activation of the MAPK signaling pathway, a process 
that may also be affected by the JAK/STAT signaling pathway, reducing inflammatory state-induced excessive respiratory mucus 
secretion, and improving pulmonary ventilation function. 

3.2. Nervous system diseases 

In neurological disorders, acupuncture at ST36 may regulate the inflammatory states, central neuron function and oxidative stress 

Table 1 
Effect of intervention of ST36 on respiratory diseases.  

Refs. Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Xie (2020) 
[9] 

ALI Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 1 mA, 
2–14 Hz, 30 min 

Lung tissues: TNF-α↓, IL-6↓, Bax↓, Caspase-3↓, p-JAK1↓, p-STAT3↓ 

Song (2015) 
[10] 

ALI Rats EA 3 Hz, 3 V, 2 ms, 12 min, 48 h, 
once every 8h 

Plasma: IL-1β↓, IL-6↓, HMGB-1↓ 

Wu (2012) 
[11] 

Asthma 
Rats 

EA Inserted depth: 4–5 mm; 1 mA, 
30 Hz, 10 min, 12 d, QD 

Lung tissues: Fas mRNA↑, Bcl-2 mRNA↓, EOS↓ 

Luo (2022) 
[12] 

ALI Mice EA Inserted depth: 1.5 mm; 2 Hz, 1 
mA, 10 min; 7 d 

Serum/BALF: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-4↑, IL-6↓, IL-10↑ 
Lung tissues: SIRT1↑, ACE2↑, NF-κB↓ 

Guan 
(2019) 
[13] 

COPD 
Rats 

EA 4–20 Hz, 0.5 ms, 5 mA, 30 min, 
2 w, QD 

Plasma: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-6↓, IL-8↓, DA↑ 

Liu (2022) 
[14] 

COPD 
Mice 

EA Inserted depth: 1 mm; 2/60 Hz, 
30 min; 5 d 

BALF/Lung tissues: TNF-α↓, IL-8↓, IL-1β↓ 
Plasma: TNF-α↓, IL-8↓, IL-1β↓, DA↑ 

Geng 
(2013) 
[15] 

COPD 
Rats 

EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 0.5 mA, 
2/60 Hz, 30 min, 14 d 

BALF: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, MDA↓ 

Zhang 
(2022) 
[16] 

ARDS 
Mice 

EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 0.5 mA, 
4/20 Hz, 20 min, 3 d 

Lung tissues: GPX4↑, SLC7A11↑, FTH1↑, GPX4 mRNA↑, SLC7A11 mRNA↑, 
FTH1 mRNA↑, Iron↓, MDA↓, GSH↑, ROS↓, IL-1β mRNA↓, TNF-α mRNA↓, 
α7nAchR↑ 

Lin (2021) 
[17] 

COPD 
Rats 

EA 4/20 Hz, 1–3 mA, 30 min, 2 w, 
QD 

Serum/BALF: TNF-α↓, TGF-α↓, IL-8↓ 
Lung tissues: EGFR↓, p38MAPK↓, MUC5AC↓, EGFR mRNA↓, p38MAPK 
mRNA↓, MUC5AC mRNA↓, TNF-α↓, TGF-α↓, IL-8↓ 

↑, upregulated by acupuncture; ↓, downregulated by acupuncture. 
ALI, Acute lung injury; COPD, Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; ARDS, Acute respiratory distress syndrome; QD, once a day; EA, Electro
acupuncture; BALF, Bronchoalveolar lavage fluid; IL, Interleukin; TNF-α, Tumor necrosis factor-α; Bcl-2, B-cell lymphoma-2; Bax, BCL-2-associated X 
protein; JAK, Janus kinase; STAT3, signal transducer and activator of transcription 3; HMGB-1, High-mobility group box 1; SIRT1, Silent mating type 
information regulation 2 homolog-1; ACE2, angiotensin-converting enzyme 2; NF-κB, nuclear factor kappa-B; DA, dopamine; EOS, eosinophils; MDA, 
malondialdehyde; GPX4, glutathione peroxidase 4; SLC7A11, Solute Carrier Family 7, Member 11; FTH1, ferritin heavy chain 1; GSH, glutathione; 
ROS, reactive oxygen species; α7nAchR, α7 nicotinic acetylcholine receptor; TGF, transforming growth factor; EGFR, epidermal growth factor re
ceptor; MUC5AC, mucin-5AC; MAPK, mitogen-activated protein kinases. 
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through NOD-like receptor protein (NLRPs) signaling pathway and Toll like receptors 4 (TLR4)/MAPK signaling pathway. These 
pathways primarily involved a neuroglial cell-centered loop. By reducing neuronal damage and degeneration in the central brain, 
acupuncture at ST36 plays a therapeutic role in vascular dementia (VD), cerebral infarction, and Alzheimer’s disease (AD) models. 
Details are shown in Table 2. 

3.2.1. Regulation of inflammatory states 
Neurological disorders such as AD, multiple sclerosis (MS), and others are often accompanied by an inflammatory state in the 

central nervous system (CNS) [42]. Among these, astrocytes and microglia are the most abundant neuroglial cell type in the CNS, are 
extensively involved in the inflammatory response of the CNS. During acupuncture treatment, needling peripheral acupoints was able 
to trigger calcium transients in astrocytes in the somatosensory cortex, suggesting that needling peripheral acupoints can cause 
changes in astrocyte activity in the CNS [43]. Evidence suggests [44,45] that electroacupuncture at ST36 inhibits the activation of 
spinal cord microglia (TMEM119) and astrocytes (GFAP) by recognizing TLR4 receptors on the surface of neuroglial cells, which in 
turn affects the downstream activation of the NF-κB signaling pathway and inhibits the release of pro-inflammatory factors IL-1α, 
TNF-α, and IL-1β in the spinal cord and serum. Meanwhile, TLR activation also induced downstream MAPK, Extracellular regulated 
protein kinases (ERK) and Jun N-terminal kinase (JNK) signaling phosphorylation. Acupuncture at ST36 reduced the release of in
flammatory cytokines CX3C chemokine ligand 1 (CX3CL1), IL-1β, IL-6 and TNF-α in the spinal cord by decreasing the expression of 
p-p38, p-JNK, and p-ERK1/2, inhibiting the activation of the MAPK signaling pathway and astrocyte activation in the spinal cord 
[46–48]. Therefore, acupuncture at ST36 may ameliorate the inflammatory state of the CNS mainly through the glial cell-mediated 
TLR4/MAPK signaling pathway. It has also been shown [35] that acupuncture at ST36 single point in a VD model did not produce 
significant changes in astrocytes. This may be related to the heterogeneity of astrocytes themselves, and the regulation of astrocytes by 
acupuncture at ST36 may have different effects depending on different pathological states. 

3.2.2. Regulation of central neuron function 
The hippocampus is a key region of the brain for cognition, learning and memory, belonging to the temporal lobe structures of the 

limbic cortex, and is highly susceptible to functional abnormalities triggered by aging or ischemia [49]. Research has found [36] that 
electroacupuncture at ST36 single point prevented ethanol-induced spatial learning and memory deficits by increasing fos expression 
in the hippocampal CA1 region. Among other things, fos not only serves as a marker for active neurons but also has a guiding role in 
shaping hippocampal activity and function [50]. A study has found [37] that acupuncture at ST36 single point was shown to reverse 
cerebral infarction-induced hippocampal neuronal injury by activating the cyclic-adenosine monophosphate/protein kinase 
A/cAMP-response element binding protein (cAMP/PKA/CREB) signaling pathway and up-regulating the expression of cAMP, PKA, 
p-CREB and p-ERK in the hippocampus to improve cognitive and memory dysfunction in multiple cerebral infarction models. 
Meanwhile, the cAMP/PKA/CREB signaling pathway in the regulation of nerve injury may be associated to neuronal pyroptosis [51]. 
Evidence suggests [38] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point can significantly downregulate the expression of NLRP1, 

Table 2 
Effect of intervention of ST36 on nervous diseases.  

Refs. Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Tida 
(2018) 
[34] 

Hydrocephalic Rats AP Inserted depth: 2 mm; 21 d, 30 min, 
QD 

External capsule/CC: Reactive astrocyte cell↓ 

Li (2015) 
[35] 

VD Rats AP Inserted depth: 5 mm; 14 d, QD, with 
a rest day every 7 days, 120 rpm, 30 s 

Hippocampal CA1 Area: Pyramidal neuron↑, 
Astrocytes↓ 

Lu (2014) 
[36] 

Impairments of spatial 
learning and memory Rats 

EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 2 Hz, 1.5–2 
mA, 15 min 

Hippocampal CA1 Area: Fos↑ 

Li (2015) 
[37] 

Cerebral multi-infarction 
Rats 

AP Inserted depth: 3 mm; 14 d, QD, with 
a rest day every 7 days, 120 rpm, 30 s 

Hippocampus: cAMP↑, PKA↑, p-CREB↑, p-ERK↑ 

Li (2023) 
[38] 

Cognitive dysfunction Mice EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 1 mA, 15 Hz, 
15 min 

Hippocampal CA1 Area: NLRP1↓, Caspase-1↓, 
GSDM D↓ 

Zhao 
(2022) 
[39] 

ASD Rats EA Inserted depth: 7 mm; 1 mA, 2/15 Hz, 
20 min 

PFC: TXNIP↓, NLRP3↓, TXNIP mRNA↓, NLRP3 
mRNA↓, IL-1β↓, Caspase 1↓ 

Ni (2023) 
[40] 

AD Mice EA Inserted depth: 4 mm; 0.5 mA, 10 Hz, 
15 min 

Hippocampus: NLRP3↓, ASC↓, Caspase-1↓, IL-1β↓, 
IL-18↓ 

Zhao 
(2022) 
[41] 

ASD Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 1 mA, 2/15 Hz, 
20 min, 20 d, QD 

PFC: NQO1↑, HO-1↑, Nrf2 cytosol protein↓, Nrf2 
nuclear protein↑, Nrf2 mRNA↑, NQO1 mRNA↑, HO-1 
mRNA↑ 
Serum: MDA↓, SOD↑, GSH↑, CAT↑, ROS↓ 

↑, upregulated by acupuncture; ↓, downregulated by acupuncture. 
VD, Vascular dementia; ASD, Autism spectrum disorder; AP, Acupuncture; rpm, Revolutions Per Minute; PFC, Prefrontal cortex; CC, Corpus callosum; 
cAMP, cyclic-Adenosine monophosphate; PKA, Protein kinase A; CREB, cAMP-response element binding protein; Erk, Extracellular regulated protein 
kinases; BDNF, Brain-derived neurotrophic factor; TrkB, Tyrosine kinase receptor В; NTR, Neurotrophin receptor; Akt, Protein kinase B; TXNIP, 
Thioredoxin-interacting protein; NQO1, NADP(H) quinone oxidoreductase; NLRP3, NOD-like receptor protein 3; HO-1, Heme oxygenase-1; Nrf2, 
NFE-related factor 2; SOD, Superoxide dismutase; CAT, Catalase. TLR4, Toll like receptors 4. 
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Table 3 
Effect of intervention of ST36 on digestive diseases.  

Refs Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Hu (2013) 
[57] 

I/R Rats EA Inserted depth: 7 mm; 2–100 
Hz, 2 mA, 30 min 

Lung/Liver/Plasma: TNF-α↓, IL-8↓ 
Intestinal: TNF-α↓, IL-8↓, ZO-1↑ 

Geng 
(2017) 
[58] 

I/R Rats EA 2 mA, 2–100 Hz, 30min Intestine mucosal: α7nAChR mRNA↑, NF-κB p65 mRNA↓ 
Serum: IL-6↓, TNF-α↓ 

Wang 
(2015) 
[59] 

I/R Rats EA 2 mA, 2–100 Hz, 1.5 h Plasma: DAO↓ 

Lim (2020) 
[60] 

Hepatitis Mice EA 1.0 V, 1 Hz, 2 ms, 30 min Plasma: TNF-α↓, TNF-α mRNA↓ 
Liver tissues: p-Erk1/2↓ 

Lei (2022) 
[61] 

Liver injury Mice EA 2 mA, 50 Hz, 45 min Plasma: IL-10↑, IL-1β↓, IL-6↓, TNF-α↓, ALT↓, AST↓ 
Intestinal tissues: α7nAChR↑, HO-1↑, ZO-1↑, Occludin↑, Claudin- 
1↑, pNF-κBp65↓ 

Xue (2014) 
[62] 

SAP Rats EA Inserted depth: 7 mm; 2–100 
Hz, 2 mA, 30 min 

Serum: ACh↑, TNF-α↓, IL-6↓ 

Xue (2014) 
[63] 

SAP Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 2/100 
Hz, 2 mA, 30 min 

Intestinal tissues: NF-κB p65↓, Occludin↑ 

Zhang 
(2021) 
[64] 

AP Mice EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 2/15 Hz, 
2 mA, 20 min 

Pancreas: CD11b+Ly6G+↓, CD11b+F4/80+↓, α7nAChR+↑ 
Plasma: Amylase↓, TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-6↓ 
Lung tissues: MPO↓ 

Jin (2019) 
[65] 

UC Rats EA EA1:25 Hz, 0.5 ms, 4.0 mA; 
EA2: 5 Hz, 0.5 ms, 4.0 mA 

Plasma: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-6↓ 
Colonic tissues: MPO↓ 

Yan (2013) 
[66] 

Abnormal gastric 
motility 

AP Inserted depth: 7–9 mm; Twist 
angle 120◦–180◦, 120 rpm, 5 
min 

(Gastric hyperactivity) Gastric antrum: SP↓, MTL↓; NRM: SP↑, 
MTL↓ 
(Gastric hypoactivity) Gastric antrum: SP↑, MTL↑; NRM: SP↓, MTL↑ 

Zhang 
(2020) 
[67] 

FD Rats EA 25 Hz, 4 mA Plasma: NE↓ 
Stomach/Duodenum: ACh↑ 
NTS: c-Fos↑ 

Guo (2016) 
[68] 

NBD Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 2/15 Hz, 
1–2 mA, 30 min, 14 d, QD 

Myenteric plexus: nNOS-immunoreactive cells↓, nNOS mRNA↓, 
nNOS↓ 

Xu (2012) 
[69] 

Stomach ache 
Rats 

EA 4–16 Hz, 1–5 V, 50 min Pyloric sphincter: NOS↑, AChE↑, VIP↑, CGRP↓ 

Wang 
(2021) 
[70] 

FD Rats EA 2 Hz, 0.5 mA, 30 min, 7 d, QD Gastric antrum/Colonic: 5-HT7R↓, 5-HT7R mRNA↓ 

Chen 
(2021) 
[71] 

Colitis Rats EA 100 Hz, 0.5 ms, 0.5 mA Colonic tissues: MC↓, NGF↓, TrkA↓ 
S2–S4 DRGs: TRPV1↓ 

Dong 
(2022) 
[72] 

FD Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 2/50 Hz, 
0.5 mA, 20 min, 14 d, QD 

Stomach: PAR2↓, TRPV1↓, SP↓, CGRP↓ 

Dong 
(2022) 
[73] 

FD Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 2/50Hz, 
20 min, 14d, QD 

Colonic tissue: NGF↓, NTRK1↓ 

Wang 
(2023) 
[74] 

Colitis Rats EA Inserted depth: 7 mm; 1 mA, 2/ 
100 Hz, 15 min, QD 

L6 DRG: TRPV1↓, CGRP↓, MEK↓, p-MEK↓, CREB↓, p-CREB↓, TLR4↓, 
IRF3↓, p-IRF3↓, p-65↓, p-p-65↓ 
Skin tissues: SP↓, BK↓, PGI2↓, HA↓, 5-HT↓ 
Serum: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, PGE2↓, IL-6↓ 

Peng 
(2014) 
[75] 

Partial bowel 
obstruction rats 

EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 5/20 Hz, 
28.5/15 ms, 2–4 mA, 30 min, 7 
d 

Serum: TNF-α↓, NO↓ 
Intestinal tissues: c-Kit↑ 

Yang 
(2020) 
[76] 

NBD Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 3/15 Hz, 
30 min, 14 d, QD 

Colonic tissues: ICCs↑, c-Kit↑ 

Song 
(2021) 
[77] 

POI Mice EA HEA: 100 Hz, 1 mA; LEA: 10 Hz, 
1 mA 

Ileum: MMφ↓, M1↓, IL-6↓, ICCs↑ 

Pan (2019) 
[78] 

FD Rats EA Inserted depth: 7–10 mm; 4 Hz, 
1 mA, 20 min, 7 d, QD 

Gastric antrum: c-Kit↑, LC3-II/I↓, Beclin 1↓, p-AMPK↑, p-ULK1↑ 

Zhang 
(2016) 
[79] 

FD Rats EA Inserted depth: 3–5 mm; 3–4 
Hz, 1–2 V, 30 min, 10 d, QD 

Small intestine/Antrum: Cx43↑ 

Huang 
(2022) 
[80] 

CAG Rats EA Inserted depth: 3–5 mm; 4/50 
Hz, 2–4 V, 30 min, 4 w 

Gastric mucosa: p53↓, c-myc↓, Bcl-2↑ 

(continued on next page) 
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Caspase-1 and gasdermin-D (GSDM D) in hippocampal CA1 neurons and alleviate cognitive dysfunction and neuronal damage in septic 
mice. And NLRP1, as a downstream signaling factor of the cAMP/PKA/CREB signaling pathway, can mediate the regulation of 
neuronal pyroptosis [52]. Moreover, NLRP1, as an intracellular cytoplasmic receptor in the inflammatory vesicle signaling pathway, 
can also be in close contact with macrophages and affect the production of pro-inflammatory cytokines [53]. Therefore, electro
acupuncture at ST36 may regulate CNS neuronal injury and repair by activating the cAMP/PKA/CREB signaling pathway in the 
hippocampus to inhibit the NLRP1-mediated process of neuronal pyroptosis, leading to the growth of primitive synapses and the 
formation of new synapses. 

3.2.3. Regulation of oxidative stress 
Under physiological conditions, the brain has high oxygen demand and energy requirements, but weak antioxidant capacity, 

making it more susceptible to oxidative stress and neurological disorders [54]. As endogenous regulators of oxidative stress and 
inflammation in cells, thioredoxin-interacting protein (TXNIP) can be activated by binding to NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles, which 
recruits Caspase 1 to form an inflammatory complex, where caspase 1 is activated to induce the production of the pro-inflammatory 
cytokine precursor pro-IL-1β, leading to the release of IL-1β into the extracellular milieu to mediate oxidative stress and inflammatory 
responses [55]. Evidence suggests [39] that acupuncture at ST36 can reduce NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles by decreasing the 
expression of TXNIP in the prefrontal cortex and inhibiting NLRP3 inflammatory vesicle activation to attenuate oxidative stress and 
inflammatory responses in the prefrontal cortex of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) rats. Moreover, NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles are 
highly expressed mainly in microglia, and overactivated NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles stimulate microglia activation and contribute to 
their conversion to a proinflammatory phenotype (M1). Evidence suggests [40] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point can 
reduce microglia activation by inhibiting the activation of NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles in the hippocampus, which in turn reduces the 
expression of NLRP3, ASC, and caspase-1 proteins in the hippocampus, modulates the inflammatory cytokines IL-1β and IL-18, and 
improves cognitive function in mice with AD models. In addition, the nuclear factor erythroid2-related factor 2 (Nrf2) signaling 
pathway is a key pathway in the antioxidant process, and electroacupuncture at ST36 also induced the activation of Nrf2 in the 
prefrontal cortex and promoted its translocation from the cytoplasm to the nucleus. This further induced up-regulation of the 
expression levels of NADP(H) quinone oxidoreductase (NQO1) and heme oxygenase (HO-1), reducing peroxide production [41]. 
Studies have shown [56] that the Nrf2 antioxidant pathway would be involved in the inhibition of the activation of NLRP3 inflam
matory vesicles during oxidative stress. Electroacupuncture at ST36 may regulate oxidative stress by inhibiting TXNIP binding to 
NLRP3 inflammatory vesicles through activation of the Nrf2 signaling pathway, which in turn inhibits microglial cell activation. 

3.3. Digestive system diseases 

In digestive disorders, acupuncture at ST36 may regulate inflammatory states, the network of ICC and intestinal flora abnormalities 
mainly through MAPK signaling pathway and can affect neurotransmitter transmission through activation of central and peripheral 
nervous system and reduce functional abnormalities in pathological states of related organs of digestive system. It exerts therapeutic 
effects in models of intestinal ischemia-reperfusion (I/R), hepatitis, pancreatitis, ulcerative colitis (UC), functional diarrhea (FD), 
stomach ache, colitis and chronic atrophic gastritis (CAG). Details are shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 (continued ) 

Refs Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Wang 
(2020) 
[81] 

Chronic colitis 
Rats 

EA Inserted depth: 2–3 mm, 100 
Hz, 1 mA, 30 min 

Colonic tissues: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, iNOS↓, IL-10↑, TNF-α mRNA↓, IL- 
1β mRNA↓, IL-6 mRNA↓, iNOS mRNA↓, ZO-1↑, Occludin↑, E- 
Cadherin↑, MUC2↑, ZO-1 mRNA↑, Occludin mRNA↑, p-Erk1/2↑, p- 
JNK↑, p-p38↑ 
Serum: IL-6↓, IL-10↑ 

Liu (2020) 
[82] 

UC Mice EA Inserted depth: 2–3 mm; 2 Hz, 1 
mA, 15 min 

Colonic tissues: CD11b↓, F4/80↓, TLR4↓, MyD88↓, Claudin-1↑, ZO- 
1↑ 
Plasma: CRP↓, IFN-γ↓, TNF-α↓, IL-6↓, Adiponectin↑ 

Zhan 
(2022) 
[83] 

Sepsis Mice EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 2.5 mA, 
2–100 Hz, 30 min, 5 d, QD 

Serum: IL- 1β↓, IL-6↓, TNF- α↓, IL-10↑ 
Intestinal tissues: Caspase 3↓, Cleaved Caspase 3↓, Bax/Bcl 2↓, 
TLR4↓, MyD88↓, p–NF–κB↓ 

↑, upregulated by acupuncture; ↓, downregulated by acupuncture. 
I/R, Ischemia-reperfusion; SAP, Severe acute pancreatitis; UC, Ulcerative colitis; FD, Functional diarrhea; NBD, Neurogenic bowel dysfunction; POI, 
Postoperative ileus; CAG, Chronic atrophic gastritis; NRM, Nucleus Raphe Magnus; NTS, Nucleus tractus solitarius; DRG, Dorsal root ganglion; HEA, 
High-frequency EA; LEA, Low-frequency EA; ZO-1, Zonula occluden-1; DAO, Diamine oxidase; ALT, Alanine aminotransferase; AST, Aspartate 
aminotransferase; ACh, Acetylcholine; MPO, Myeloperoxidase; SP, Substance P; MTL, Motilin; NE, Noradrenaline; nNOS, neuronal nitric oxide 
synthase; AChE, Acetylcholinesterase; VIP, Vasoactive intestinal peptide; CGRP, Calcitonin gene-related peptide; 5-HT7R, 5-hydroxytryptamine type 
7 receptor; MC, Mast cell; NGF, Nerve growth factor; TrkA, Tropomyosin receptor kinase A; TRPV, Transient receptor potential vanilloid; PAR2, 
proteinase activated receptor 2; NOx, nitrite/nitrate; ICC, interstitial cells of Cajal; MMφ, Muscularis macrophages; LC3-II/I, Light chain 3- II/I; 
AMPK, AMP-activated protein kinase; ULK1, Unc-51 like autophagy activating kinase 1; Cx43, Connexin 43; MUC2, Mucin 2; JNK, Jun N-terminal 
kinase; MyD88, Myeloid differentiation factor 88; CRP, C-reactive protein. 
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3.3.1. Regulation of inflammatory states 
The cholinergic pathway is an important anti-inflammatory mechanism. The activation of cholinergic pathway mainly occurs 

through electrical or pharmacological activation of the vagus nerve, whereby the interaction of its main neurotransmitter, acetyl
choline (ACh), and the α7nAChR, which is located on cytokine-expressing cells, inhibits the expression of pro-inflammatory cytokines 
[84]. Evidence suggests [57–59] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point in an intestinal I/R model can significantly reduce 
intestinal mucosal injury and prevent intestinal barrier and remote organ dysfunction after intestinal ischemia by activating the 
cholinergic anti-inflammatory pathway, activating α7nAChR levels and NF-κB phosphorylation in gastrointestinal tissues, and 
decreasing cytokine IL-6, TNF-α, and IL-8 levels in the blood, and gastrointestinal tissues. The NF-κB signaling pathway serves as a key 
component in regulating various common pathways for the transcription of inflammatory factors, and its overactivation leads to a 
series of pathological responses, and IL-6, TNF-α, etc. often act as upstream signaling molecules of the NF-κB signaling pathway, which 
have a key role in the activation of the NF-κB pro-inflammatory signaling cascade response [85]. In models of hepatitis, colitis, and 
pancreatitis [60–65], acupuncture at ST36 single point similarly reduced the inflammation of the intestinal mucosa through the 
vaguely cholinergic anti-inflammatory pathway, reducing the levels of IL-1β, IL-6, and TNF-α in plasma and organ tissues, significantly 
up-regulating the expression of α7nAChR, decreasing the phosphorylation of ERK1/2 and NF-κB p65, and attenuating inflammatory 
injury. It can be seen that electroacupuncture at ST36 reduces the production of pro-inflammatory cytokines mainly through the 
MAPK/NF-κB signaling pathway by cholinergic pathway in gastrointestinal tissues and blood, and improves the inflammatory state of 
organs related to digestive system diseases. 

3.3.2. Regulation of neural signal transduction 
The central nervous system (CNS) provides the extrinsic neural input that regulates and controls gastrointestinal motility, but the 

digestive tract is mostly innervated by the peripheral autonomic nervous system control [86]. Research has found [66] that elec
troacupuncture at ST36 single point can induce the expression and release of cerebrospinal peptide substance P (SP) and motilin (MTL) 
in the nucleus raphe magnus (NRM) in a model of gastric motility hyperactivity and gastric motility inhibition, which in turn activated 
the peripheral nervous system regulates the levels of SP and MTL in the gastric sinus and is involved in inhibiting or promoting gastric 
motility. This may therefore be the basis for the bidirectional regulation of neural signal transduction by acupuncture at ST36 on the 
promotion or inhibition of gastric motility. It has also been shown [67] that electroacupuncture at ST36 may ameliorate gastric 
slow-wave rhythm disorders in FD models by decreasing plasma noradrenaline (NE) concentrations and increasing ACh concentrations 
in the stomach and duodenum, mediated through afferent central pathways involving the nucleus tractus solitaries (NTS) and vagal 
cholinergic efferent pathways. In addition, the enteric nervous system (ENS) is the largest component of the autonomic nervous system 
and has unique intrinsic circuits that allow it to coordinate gastrointestinal function independently of CNS input [87]. Evidence 
suggests [68,69] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point can influence sphincter closure in models of stomachache and 
Neurogenic bowel dysfunction (NBD) by modulating the conduction of the neurotransmitters nitric oxide synthase (NOS), acetyl
cholinesterase (AChE), vasoactive intestinal peptide (VIP), and calcitonin gene-related peptide (CGRP) in the ENS and opening 
functions. Whereas this process of gut neurotransmitter regulation may originate from cholinergic neurons in the ENS [88]. 

However, the abnormal release of neurotransmitters may also lead to a state of visceral hypersensitivity, causing abnormal 
movements of the intestines, resulting in symptoms such as abdominal pain and diarrhea, which are commonly associated with various 
functional gastrointestinal disorders. Over-activated degranulation of MCs results in the release of 5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT), an 
important neurotransmitter capable of high expression in a state of visceral hypersensitivity. Evidence suggests [70] that electro
acupuncture at ST36 single point in a FD model reduces colonic tissue 5-HT7R protein expression and restores intestinal motility while 
ameliorating the hypersensitivity state. Moreover, protein expression of proteinase-activated receptor 2 (PAR2) and transient receptor 
potential vanilloid type 1 (TRPV1) proteins was activated in the visceral hypersensitivity state, promoting the release of neuropeptide 
SP, CGRP, which transmits injurious nociceptive information. Electroacupuncture at ST36 single point may inhibit the expression of 
nerve growth factor (NGF) and its receptor NTRK1 proteins through the mast cell-triggered NGF/TrkA/TRPV1 peripheral afferent 
pathway, and at the same time reduce the levels of PAR2, TRPV1 protein expression and the abnormal release of neurotransmitters in 
gastric tissues, and alleviate the visceral hypersensitivity state [71–73]. Furthermore, it has been shown [74] that electroacupuncture 
at ST36 modulates neurotransmitter changes in colonic inflammation and nociceptive hypersensitivity that may be related to L6 Dorsal 
root ganglion (DRGs), including SP, bradykinin (BK), and prostacyclin (PGI2), which are involved in inhibition of activation of the 
TRPV1/CGRP signaling pathway. Thus, electroacupuncture at ST36 may reduce the degree of MC degranulation and neurotransmitter 
release through inhibition of MC activation reducing injurious stress, and inhibiting TRPV1 protein expression levels, effectively 
improving the visceral hypersensitivity state to alleviate gastrointestinal dyskinesia. 

3.3.3. Regulation of the network of ICC 
ICCs regulate gastrointestinal dynamics by generating and propagating slow waves and transmitting signals between ENS and 

smooth muscle cells and are considered specialized intestinal pacemaker cells, thus ICCs are associated with a variety of gastroin
testinal disorders [89,90]. c-Kit is a specific marker for ICC identification and has a role in promoting ICC development and phenotype 
maintenance, and ICC and smooth muscle cells co-originate from c-Kit+ primitive cells in the intestine [91]. Evidence suggests [75–77] 
that electroacupuncture at ST36 significantly increased c-Kit protein expression in a partial model of intestinal obstruction and 
neurogenic intestinal dysfunction, promoted differentiation of c-Kit positive precursor cells into ICC and facilitated the recovery of the 
ICC network. It also reduced the number of muscularis macrophages (MMφ) and inhibited their M1 polarization and IL-6 secretion to 
protect ICCs from accelerated intestinal function. In addition, electroacupuncture at ST36 could improve gastrointestinal motility 
disorders in rats with FD by modulating AMP-activated protein kinase/unc-51 like autophagy activating kinase 1 (AMPK/ULK1) 
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signaling pathway, promoting c-Kit expression, reducing the expression of autophagy-related proteins Beclin 1, light chain 3- II/I 
(LC3-II/I) and thus inhibiting the level of excessive autophagy in ICC, as well as affecting the level of connexin 43 (Cx43) [78,79]. 
Evidence suggests [92] that AMPK is an important regulator of autophagy, driving the cellular autophagy mechanism through the 
Liver Kinase B1 (LKB1)/AMPK/ULK1 axis, but LKB1 is affected by the MAPK signaling pathway, and thus AMPK can act as a 
downstream effector of MAPK signaling, and the two can interact with each other to regulate the autophagic process. It was shown that 
electroacupuncture at ST36 directly affected ICC morphology by regulating c-Kit expression through the AMPK signaling pathway, 
better binding to gap junction proteins, and increasing gap junction protein expression to shorten the signaling distance with smooth 
muscle cells, accelerating gastric slow wave transmission to provide power for smooth muscle contraction, which may also be affected 
by the MAPK signaling pathway. 

3.3.4. Regulation of intestinal microflora 
The gut is the largest digestive organ in the human body, it is colonized by and continuously exposed to a myriad of microorganisms 

including Bifidobacterium, Lacticacidbacteria, and Escherichiacoli, and the gut microenvironment created by the intestinal flora and its 
products significantly influences immune function in this region [93]. Research has found [80] that electroacupuncture at ST36 was 
able to modulate the intestinal flora by decreasing the relative abundance of Lactobacillus and Desulfobacterota and increasing the 
relative abundance of probiotic bacteria such as Oscillospirales, Romboutsia, and Christensenellaceae, which attenuated the effect of 
Helicobacter on the p53, c-myc, and Bcl-2 genes in the gastric mucosa, and thus reduced gastrointestinal mucosal damage. Also, the 
modulation of gut flora is MAPK signaling pathway related [94]. Evidence suggests [81] that electroacupuncture at ST36 can activate 
the MAPK signaling pathway by modulating gut flora in a model of colitis, affecting ERK1/2 and JNK subfamily signaling molecules, 
upregulating the expression of intercellular junction complex proteins zona occludens 1 (ZO-1), Occludin, E-Cadherin, Mucin 2 
(MUC2), and reduce apoptosis and oxidative stress in intestinal epithelial cells (IECs) to protect intestinal barrier integrity, and reduce 

Table 4 
Effect of intervention of ST36 on endocrine diseases.  

Refs Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Wen (2014) 
[95] 

HFD Rats EA 10 Hz, 20 min, 7 d, QD Plasma: AST↓, ALT↓, TC↓, TG↓, FFA↓, TNF-α↓, IL-1↓, IL-6↓ 
Adipose tissues: SREBP-1c mRNA↓, FAS mRNA↓, ACC1 mRNA↓, 
SCD1 mRNA↓, TNF-α mRNA↓, IL-6 mRNA↓, Neutrophile↓, CD11b+↓, 
F4/80+↓, F4/80+ mRNA↓, MCP-1 mRNA↓, CD68 mRNA↓ 

Wen (2015) 
[96] 

Obesity 
Mice 

EA Inserted depth: 3 mm; 2 Hz, 0.5–1 mA, 
10 min, three times a week 

Adipose tissues: HIF-1α mRNA↓, VEGFA mRNA↓, Slc2a1 mRNA↓, 
GPX1 mRNA↓, F4/80 mRNA↓, TNF-α mRNA↓, MCP-1 mRNA↓, IL-6 
mRNA↓, F4/80↓, NF-κB↓, IκBα↑ 

Chen 
(2013) 
[97] 

Diabetic 
Rats 

EA LEA: 10 Hz, 1–3 mA, 30 min; HEA: 
100 Hz, 1–3 mA, 30 min; 8 w, QD 

ICC-IM/ICC-MY/ICC-SM: c-Kit↑, ICCs↑ 

Chen 
(2013) 
[98] 

Diabetic 
Rats 

EA LEA:10 Hz, 1–3 mA; HEA: 100 Hz, 
1–3 mA; 30 min, four or eight weeks, 
QD 

Serum: S-SDF↑ 
Gastric Antrum: M-SDF↑, ICCs↑, c-Kit↑ 

Zhao 
(2018) 
[99] 

Diabetic 
Mice 

EA Inserted depth: 2–3 mm; LEA: 10 Hz, 
1 mA; HEA: 100 Hz, 1 mA; 30 min, 
QD, 8 w 

Stomach tissues: GFP↑, SDF-1↑, CXCR4↑, mSDF↑, c-Kit↑, p-ERK↑, 
ETV1↑, GFP mRNA↑, SDF-1 mRNA↑, CXCR4 mRNA↑, mSDF mRNA↑, 
c-Kit mRNA↑, p-ERK mRNA↑, ETV1 mRNA↑ 

Tian (2017) 
[100] 

Diabetic 
Mice 

EA LEA:10 Hz, 1–3 mA; HEA: 100 Hz, 
1–3 mA 

Antrum/Corpus: Ano1↑, c-Kit↑, c-Kit mRNA↑, mSDF↑, mSDF 
mRNA↑, ETV1↑, ETV1 mRNA↑ 

An (2019) 
[101] 

Diabetic 
Mice 

EA LEA: 10 Hz, 1 mA; HEA: 100 Hz, 1 
mA; 30 min, QD 

Colonic tissues: CXCR4↑, SDF-1↑, TGF-β1↑, smad3↑, c-Kit↑, mSDF↑, 
p-ERK↑, pc-Jun↑, ETV1↑, CXCR4 mRNA↑, SDF-1 mRNA↑, TGF-β1 
mRNA↑, smad3 mRNA↑, c-Kit mRNA↑, mSDF mRNA↑, p-ERK mRNA↑, 
pc-Jun mRNA↑, ETV1 mRNA↑ 

Man (2021) 
[102] 

IDDM Rats EA Inserted depth: 5 mm; 15 Hz, 30 min Plasma: Glucose↓, FFA↓ 
Skeletal muscle: GLUT4↑, IRS-1↑ 

Tzeng 
(2016) 
[103] 

SIIR Rats EA 15 Hz, 60 min Plasma: FFA↓, IRS-1↑, GLUT4↑ 

Xu (2023) 
[104] 

IR Mice EA Inserted depth: 4–5 mm; 2 Hz, 20 min Skeletal muscle: Adipo↑, AdipoR1↑ 

Yuan 
(2021) 
[105] 

T2DM 
Rats 

EA 2 Hz, 0.1 mA, 20 min, QD, with a rest 
day every 6 days, 4 w 

Serum: INS↓, FBG↓ 
Pancreas/Hippocampus: pS396↓, pT231↓, pGSK-3β↑ 

↑, upregulated by acupuncture; ↓, downregulated by acupuncture. 
HFD, High-fat diet; IDDM, Insulin-dependent diabetes; SIIR, Steroid-induced insulin resistance; T2MD, Type 2 diabetes mellitus; TC, Total cholesterol; 
TG, Triglyceride; FFA, Free fatty acid; SREBP-1, Sterol regulatory element-binding protein-1; ACC, Acetyl-CoA carboxylase; SCD, Stearoyl-CoA 
desaturase; MCP-1, Monocyte chemoattractant protein-1; HIF-1α, Hypoxia-inducible factor-1α; VEGFA, Vascular endothelial growth factor A; 
Slc2a1, Glucose transporter type 1; GPX1, Glutathione peroxidase 1; IκBα, Inhibitory Subunit of NF Kappa Bα; SDF, Stromal Cell Derived Factor; GFP, 
Green fluorescent protein; CXCR4, CXC-chemokine receptor 4; ETV1, Ets variant 1; Ano1, Anoctamin 1; GLUT4, Glucose transporter type 4; IRS-1, 
Insulin receptor substrate type 1; INS, Insulin; FBG, Fasting blood glucose; pS396, phosphorylated tau at the sites of Ser 396; T231, Tau at the sites of 
Thr 231; GSK-3β, Glycogen synthase kinase-3β. 
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disease activity index (DAI) and histological scores in chronic colitis. Studies have found [82,83] that the overall structure of the 
intestinal flora was adjusted with the improvement of the degree of intestinal inflammation. Electroacupuncture at ST36 modulates 
and recognizes TLR on the IEC, which are channeled through the TLR4/myeloid differentiation factor 88 (MyD88) signaling pathway 
to induce activation of immune cell responses, while activation of the TLR4/MyD88 signaling pathway can affect the downstream 
NF-κB signaling pathway, modulating inflammatory signaling cascades and inhibition of the secretion of pro-inflammatory mediators 
C-reactive protein (CRP), interferon-γ (IFN-γ), TNF-α, IL-6, and Influence the overall structure of Lactobacillus reuteri, Lactobacillus 
vaginalis, Bacteroidales, and Firmicutes, and reduce colonic mucosal damage. It is evident that electroacupuncture at ST36 may affect the 
structure of intestinal microflora mainly through TLR4 and MAPK signaling pathways with IEC as the central link. 

3.4. Endocrine system diseases 

In endocrine system disorders, acupuncture at ST36 may ameliorate the chronic inflammatory state of obesity primarily by 
modulating macrophage function, regulating the network of ICC through the MAPK signaling pathway, and modulating glucose 
metabolism disorders mediated through the central nervous system. It plays a significant role in obesity, diabetic gastroparesis (DGP), 
type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) and insulin resistance (IR) models. Details are shown in Table 4. 

3.4.1. Regulation of inflammatory states 
Obesity is a chronic metabolic disease characterized by excessive accumulation of body fat and excess body weight, and its 

pathogenesis is based on energy intake exceeding energy expenditure. Studies have shown [106,107] that obesity is often accompanied 
by a low-grade inflammatory response, with elevated inflammatory factors in serum and adipose tissue, which promotes the infil
tration of inflammatory cells in adipose (e.g., macrophage and other immune cell infiltration), and may even cause insulin resistance. 
Research has found [95] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point reduced the number of F4/80 and CD11b-positive macrophages 
in adipose tissue by ameliorating the obesity-associated factors sterol regulatory element-binding protein-1 (SREBP1), FAS, acetyl-CoA 
carboxylase 1 (ACC1), and stearoyl-CoA desaturase 1 (SCD1) in an obesity model, which, in turn, reduced macrophage recruitment and 
pro-inflammatory factor secretion, resulting in a significant reduction in body weight in an obesity model. At the same time, 
macrophage metabolism and activation are correlated with the expression of hypoxia-related signaling molecules [108]. Electro
acupuncture at ST36 reduces the expression of hypoxia-related genes vascular endothelial growth factor A (VEGFA), glucose trans
porter type 1 (Slc2al) and GPX1 in adipose tissue through a hypoxia-inducible factor-1α (HIF-1α)-dependent pathway, affects 
F4/80-positive macrophage recruitment to adipose tissue, inhibits NF-κB signaling pathway activation and promote the expression 
of Inhibitory Subunit of NF Kappa Bα (IκBα), reduce the expression of pro-inflammatory-related factor genes, and prevent weight gain 
by reducing the inflammatory response in adipose tissue [96]. It can be seen that electroacupuncture at ST36 may improve the chronic 
inflammatory state of obesity by taking macrophages as the central link and affecting their recruitment to adipose tissue and secretion 
of pro-inflammatory factors. 

3.4.2. Regulation of the network of ICC 
DGP is part of diabetic autonomic neuropathy and is the most common gastrointestinal complication of diabetes, including in

testinal symptoms such as diarrhea or constipation. ICC deficiency in diabetic gastroparesis models is thought to be a key component of 
this dysfunction [109]. Evidence suggests [97,98] that electroacupuncture at ST36 rescues the damaged ICC network by activating the 
stem cell factor (SCF)/c-Kit pathway, enhancing ICC proliferation in the stomach and inhibiting ICCs apoptosis, thereby improving 
diabetic gastroparesis symptoms. This may be due to the ability of electroacupuncture at ST36 to affect the differentiation of bone 
marrow-derived cells into ICCs and the migration of differentiated bone marrow-derived cells into the stomach via the Stromal 
cell-derived factor 1/C-X-C motif chemokine receptor 4 (SDF-1/CXCR4) signaling pathway [99]. There is an increase in c-Kit positive 
precursor cells in gastrointestinal tissues and their homeostasis is maintained by Ets variant 1 (ETV1), a downstream effector of the 
SCF/c-Kit signaling pathway [100]. Further activation of the MAPK signaling pathway phosphorylation by the mSCF/Kit-
p-ERK/p-c-Jun-ETV1 signaling pathway predominantly regulates ICC cell proliferation and maintains the ICC activation state and 
network at near normal levels [101]. It is evident that electroacupuncture at ST36 may improve gastrointestinal symptoms in the DGP 
model by causing bone marrow-derived cells to migrate to the stomach and intestine primarily through the SDF-1/CXCR4 signaling 
pathway and differentiating them into ICC cells through the mSCF/Kit-p-ERK/p-c-Jun-ETV1 signaling pathway. 

3.4.3. Improving disorders of glucose metabolism 
Long-term disturbances in glucose metabolism in diabetes can cause serious complications, thereby severely affecting the quality of 

life of patients. Evidence suggests [102,103] that in insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus (IDDM) models and IR models, electro
acupuncture at ST36 single point can affect insulin signaling and reduce free fatty acid (FFA) and blood glucose levels by modulating 
the plasma membrane translocation of insulin receptor substrate type 1 (IRS-1) and glucose transporter type 4 (GLUT4) proteins in 
plasma and skeletal muscle. It also improves insulin sensitivity. Moreover, the regulation of insulin resistance by electroacupuncture 
ST36 may be related to Pro-opiomelanocortin (POMC) neurons in the hypothalamus, which are able to activate the adiponectin 
(Adipo) response in skeletal muscle to regulate glucose metabolism [104]. This is important because the brain relies on glucose as its 
main source of energy. Therefore, the regulation of glucose metabolism is critical to brain physiology, and prolonged glucose meta
bolism disorders often lead to peripheral neuropathy with cognitive impairment, which can eventually progress to dementia [110]. 
One of the typical pathological changes in the brain of AD patients is the formation of neurofibrillary tangles from hyper
phosphorylated tau protein aggregates [111]. Research has found [105] that there was a link between tau hyperphosphorylation in the 
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brain and reduced insulin sensitivity leading to insulin resistance. Glycogen synthase kinase 3β (GSK-3β) is a key kinase that causes 
hyperphosphorylation of tau protein, and electroacupuncture at ST36 single point could affect the expression level of phosphorylated 
tau protein in the hippocampus of rats by reducing the activity of GSK-3β signaling molecules in the islets, improving the morphology 
of diabetic damaged islets and reducing peripheral blood insulin levels. It can be seen that electroacupuncture at ST36 can improve 
glucose metabolism disorders and insulin resistance mainly by regulating the activity of insulinogenic substrates IRS-1 and GSK-3β 
signaling pathways, which are affected by the hypothalamus and hippocampus regions of the central nervous system. 

3.5. Immune system diseases 

In immune system diseases, acupuncture at ST36 may regulate immune homeostatic imbalances by affecting T-lymphocyte, 
macrophage and MC function primarily through the MAPK signaling pathway. It plays a role in models of sepsis, experimental 
autoimmune encephalomyelitis (EAE), allergic contact dermatitis (ACD) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA). Details are shown in Table 5. 

3.5.1. Regulation of T-lymphocyte subsets 
Lymphocytes are an important part of the immune system, in which the establishment and maintenance of the immune response, 

homeostasis, and memory depend on T lymphocytes [125]. T lymphocytes are divided into CD4+ T cells (CD3+CD4+) and CD8+ T cells 
(CD3+CD8+) [126]. CD4+ T cells can be differentiated into helper T cells (Th) and Treg cells, the former of which include Th1, Th2, and 
Th17 cells [127]. CD8+ T lymphocytes are cytotoxic T cells [128]. Electroacupuncture at ST36 single point increased the percentage of 
CD3+, γ/δ, and CD4+ T cells as well as the ratios of CD3+CD4+/CD3+CD8+ T cells and Treg/Th17 cells in the sepsis model [112,113]. It 
also promoted the secretion of the anti-inflammatory cytokine interleukin 4 (IL-4), which reduces the inflammatory state of sepsis and 
regulates the expression of the Bcl-2 family of proteins, increasing Bcl-2 protein expression and a decrease in Bax protein expression to 
inhibit lymphocyte apoptosis [114]. In addition, the spleen, as an important lymphoid organ, is able to store large numbers of T 
lymphocytes to participate in the peripheral immune response. Electroacupuncture at ST36 excites splanchnic sympathetic nerves, 
promotes differentiation of CD4+ T cells in splanchnic tissues, decreases the number of Th1 (CD4+IFN-γ+) and Th17 (CD4+IL-17+) 
lymphocytes and increases the number of Th2 (CD4+IL-4+) lymphocytes to modulate the peripheral aberrant immune response in the 

Table 5 
Effect of intervention of ST36 on immune diseases.  

Refs Model Intervention 
Methods 

Acupuncture Parameters Biochemical Measurements 

Zhu (2015) 
[112] 

Sepsis Rats EA Inserted depth: 6 mm; 2 mA, 2–100 
Hz, 30 min 

Serum: D-LA↓ 
Intestinal mucosa: sIgA↑, CD3+↑, γ/δ↑, CD4+↑, CD4+/CD8+↑ 

Xie (2020) 
[113] 

Sepsis Rats EA 3 Hz, 2 V, 15 min Serum: TNF-α↓, IL-10↓, DAO↓, D-LA↓ 
Intestinal tissues: CD3+CD4+/CD3+CD8+↑, Treg/Th17↑ 

Lou (2022) 
[114] 

Sepsis Rats EA Inserted depth: 7 mm; 2 mA, 2 Hz, 
30 min, 3 d, QD 

Small intestinal tissues: CD4+↑, CD8+↑, Bcl-2↑, Bax↓ 
Intestinal mucosa: IL-4↑, sIgA↑ 

Zhao (2021) 
[115] 

EAE Mice EA Inserted depth: 2.5 mm; 2 Hz, 30 
min, QD 

CNS: T-bet↓, RORγt mRNA↓, POMC↑, miR-155↓ 
Spleen tissues: CD4+IFN-γ+↓, CD4+IL-17+↓, CD4+IL-4+↑ 

Wang (2023) 
[116] 

EAE Mice AP Inserted depth: 3–4 mm; 30 min, 
QD 

Spleen tissues:CD4+IFN-γ+↓, CD4+IL-17+↓, CD4+IL-4+↑ 

Lv (2022) 
[117] 

Sepsis Mice EA 10 Hz, 0.1 mA, 30 min, QD Serum: IL-1β↓, IL-5↓, IL-6↓, IL-10↓, IL-17A↓, Eotaxin↓, IFN-γ↓, 
MIP-1β↓, KC↓, TNF-α↓, IL-4↓, IL-9↓ 
Spleen: T lymphocytes↓, Cleaved caspase-1↓ 

Wang (2017) 
[118] 

DTH Mice EA 2 Hz, 1–2 mA, 30 min Serum: IgG↓, IgE↓ 
Footpad tissues: IFN-γ↓, TNF-α↓ 
Spleen: CD4+IFN-γ+↓, T-bet↓, T-bet mRNA↓ 

Wang (2017) 
[119] 

ACD Rats EA 2 Hz, 1–2 mA, 30 min Serum: IgE↓ 
Ears: IFN-γ↓, TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-4↓, IL-5↓, IL-10↓ 
Local point: IFN-γ↓, IL-10↑, CD4+IFN-γ+↓, CD4+IL-4+↓, p-p38↓ 

Yang (2021) 
[120] 

AIA Rats AP Inserted depth: 3 mm; Twist angle 
180◦, 28 min 

Ankle joints: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-18↓, IL-7↓, IL-4↓, M1↓, M2↑ 

Yu (2022) 
[121] 

AIA Rats AP Inserted depth: 3 mm; Twist angle 
180◦, 28 min 

Ankle joints: IL-1β↓, IL-6↓, TNF-α↓, IL-10↑, TGF-β1↑, M1↓ 

Wang (2019) 
[122] 

ACD Rats EA 2 Hz, 1–2 mA, 30 min Serum: IgE↓ 
Ear dermis: MCs↓, p38 MAPK↓, CB2R↑ 

Wang (2018) 
[123] 

ACD Rats EA 2 Hz, 1–2 mA, 30 min Ear samples: MC↓, IL-33↓ 
RPMCs: IL-6↓, TNF-α↓, IL-13↓, MCP-1↓, miR-155↓, IκBα↑, p- 
IKKα/β↓, NF-κB p65↓, p-P38↓, p-c-Jun↓ 

Chen (2019) 
[124] 

Endotoxin 
Rats 

EA 2 Hz, 1–2 mA, 30 min Serum: TNF-α↓, IL-1β↓, IL-6↓ 
Spleen: TLR4↓, NF-κB p65↓, CB2R↑ 

↑, upregulated by acupuncture; ↓, downregulated by acupuncture. 
DTH, Delayed-type hypersensitivity; ACD, Allergic contact dermatitis; EAE, Experimental autoimmune encephalomyelitis; AIA, Adjuvant-induced 
arthritics; D-LA, D-Lactose; sIgA, secretory immunoglobulin A; T-bet, Th1 cell transcription factor; RORγt, Retinoid-related orphan receptor-γt; 
POMC, Pro-opiomelanocortin; miR, microRNA; Ig, Immunoglobulin; MIP, Macrophage inflammatory protein; KC, Keratinocyte-derived chemokine; 
RPMCs, Rat peritoneal mast cells; CB2R, cannabinoid CB2 receptor. 
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EAE model [115,116]. Research has found [117] that electroacupuncture at ST36 also inhibited the cleavage activation of Caspase-1 
by modulating the cysteoaspartic enzyme signaling pathway, and thus inhibited the apoptosis and apoptosis of T lymphocyte apoptosis 
and pyroptosis. It effectively blocked the increase of early pro-inflammatory cytokines TNF-α and IL-1β, which in turn reduced the 
levels of IL-6, eotaxin, macrophage inflammatory protein-1β (MIP-1β), and keratinocyte-derived chemokine (KC), and prevented the 
development of cytokine storm in septic mice. In an ACD model [118,119], electroacupuncture at ST36 attenuated the percentage of 
CD4+IFN-γ+ and CD4+IL-4+ T cells by inhibiting IFN-γ secretion and suppressing the expression of the IFN-γ initiating transcription 
factor, T-bet, and restored the Th1/Th2 balance by inhibiting the activation of the MAPK signaling pathway and preventing the 
differentiation of Th cells into Th1 cells. It can be seen that electroacupuncture at ST36 can affect the proliferation, apoptosis and 
differentiation of T lymphocyte subpopulations by regulating relevant cytokines through cysteine asparaginase and MAPK signaling 
pathways. 

3.5.2. Regulation of macrophage polarization 
Macrophages have different functional characteristics and show significant heterogeneity in the local microenvironment, which is 

important for maintaining the balance of the immune microenvironment in vivo, and T lymphocytes and cytokines (e.g. TNF-α, IL-10, 
etc.) can induce macrophage polarization via the MAPK signaling pathway. Among them, Th1, Th2, Th17 and Treg are subpopulations 
of naïve CD4 helper T cells with different functions. During inflammation, the production of cytokines such as IFN-γ and TNF-α by Th1 
cells can mediate M1 macrophage polarization, whereas Th2 cytokines IL-4 and IL-13 and Treg cells can drive macrophage polarization 
towards the M2 phenotype [129]. In arthritis model [120,121], electroacupuncture at ST36 can induce macrophage polarization by 
modulating macrophage activation with upstream signaling factors including IL -4, IL-10, etc., affecting the number of Treg cell 
populations and the level of the macrophage signature expression factor TGF-β, driving macrophage polarization towards the M2 
phenotype and inhibiting M1 macrophage activation. Therefore, acupuncture at ST36 may further regulate the macrophage polari
zation process by affecting cytokine secretion from T lymphocytes and activating the MAPK signaling pathway. 

3.5.3. Regulation of mast cell degranulation 
Mast cells are representative allergic effector cells containing cytoplasmic granules with many pre-stored mediators, including 

histamine and trypsin-like enzymes, which are released in large quantities in the blood stream after MC activation, triggering a 

Fig. 2. Acupuncture at ST36 can affect abnormal states in pathological models of respiratory, neurological, digestive, endocrine, and immune 
system diseases. Meanwhile, acupuncture at ST36 modulates their inflammatory state, oxidative stress, respiratory mucus secretion, intestinal flora, 
immune cell function, neurotransmitter transmission, hormone secretion, the network of ICC, and glucose metabolism dysfunction. 
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hypersensitivity reaction [130]. Inhibition of MC degranulation is therefore an important mechanism in the treatment of allergic 
diseases. Evidence suggests [122–124] that electroacupuncture at ST36 single point inhibits NF-κB p65 activity by inhibiting 
p38MAPK phosphorylation, which in turn inhibits MCs activation and reduces mast cell infiltration and degranulation. Meanwhile, 
electroacupuncture at ST36 was able to increase the expression of cannabinoid CB2 receptor (CB2R) protein in the ear dermis of ACD 
model, which could participate in the activation of p38 MAPK signaling pathway, regulate the inactivation of TLR4/NF-κB signaling 
pathway, promote the apoptotic process of MCs and reduce the levels of inflammatory factors TNF-α, IL-1β and IL-6 in the peripheral 
blood. Thus, electroacupuncture at ST36 can mediate the MC degranulation process through a pathway dominated by the MAPK 
signaling pathway. 

4. Conclusions 

In clinical acupuncture treatments, there are usually two or more groups of acupoint prescriptions. In the majority of these clinical 
studies, one of the commonly selected acupoints is ST36, which is widely used [131–134]. However, if multiple acupoints are 
considered in basic research, it may be difficult to elucidate the mechanism of different acupoints. Through reviewing relevant 
literature on stimulating the single acupoints ST36, we have excluded research involving interventions such as bioactive substance 
injection, drug injection and etc. in the content we present. The reason is that these intervention methods have pharmacological effects 
in their own right and may affect the onset of ST36 through different pathways, which is not conducive to the exploration of the 
principles of action of stimulating the onset of action of the ST36 acupoints. Additionally, our study also excludes the content of 
moxibustion therapy. Moxibustion is made of moxa leaves made of moxa floss as combustion material, through the active ingredients 
in the moxa leaves and moxa smoke produced by the thermal effect to stimulate the specific acupoints on the surface of the body and 
produce therapeutic effects. The action of acupuncture and moxibustion have different characteristics, with acupuncture being 
effective in anti-inflammatory aspects and moxibustion being more skilled in regulating the immune microenvironment [135]. 
Therefore, we only collected studies that consisted of acupuncture or electroacupuncture as the only intervention modality acting 
locally on ST36, which is more conducive to revealing the molecular mechanism of action of acupuncture at ST36 single point in 
treating diseases. 

Moreover, the molecular mechanism produced by acupuncture points is a network regulation involving multiple targets and 
systems. In summary of the above studies, it can be concluded that acupuncture at a single acupoint ST36 plays a therapeutic role in 
respiratory, nervous, digestive, endocrine, immune system disease models. It is mainly involved in the regulation of inflammatory 
state, oxidative stress homeostasis, immune cell function, hormone secretion, neurotransmitter transmission, respiratory mucus 
secretion, intestinal flora, ICC network and glucose metabolism (Fig. 2). It is mainly involved in regulating the activation of signaling 
pathways such as JAK, NLRPs, MAPK, TLR, AMPK and etc. Among them, the most prominent contribution to the regulation of the 
inflammatory state was made by acupuncture at a single point of ST36, which is in line with the findings in previous studies. The MAPK 
signaling pathway is the main pathway activated by acupuncture at ST36 to produce anti-inflammatory effects, and it is linked to the 
rest of the signaling pathways to varying degrees. Specifically, acupuncture at ST36 can regulate TLR4 receptor protein expression on 
the surface of immunocompetent cells (macrophages, MCs, T-lymphocytes, microglia) via the cholinergic pathway, and then regulate 
the activation of MAPK signaling to regulate cellular differentiation, degranulation, proliferation and apoptosis, inhibit the down
stream NF-κB pro-inflammatory signaling cascade, and reduce the pro-inflammatory cytokine production, which is the main reason for 
the anti-inflammatory effect of acupuncture at ST36. A molecular mechanism of acupuncture at ST36 to regulate the inflammatory 
state of the organism with TLR4/MAPK/NF-κB signaling pathway as the core. 

In addition to this, acupuncture at ST36 has therapeutic effects in other pathological models, including anxiety states and stress 
states. Corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) in the paraventricular nucleus (PVN) of the hypothalamus is important in controlling 
anxiety and stress-induced behavior. Electroacupuncture at ST36 single point reduces CRF receptor 2 (CRFr2) expression in the hy
pothalamus, which in turn inhibits CRH release to ameliorate anxiety-like behaviors caused by stress [136,137]. Meanwhile, CRF is 
considered to be a major regulator of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. Evidence suggests [138,139] that electro
acupuncture at ST36 single point can block post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) model-induced hyperactivation of the HPA axis by 
decreasing CRF protein expression in the PVN, mediating inhibition of plasma corticosterone (CORT) levels, and increasing c-Fos 
expression in the anterior cingulate cortex. It can be seen that electroacupuncture at ST36 may inhibit the activation of HPA axis 
induced by different emotions by inhibiting the release of CRH in the PVN, and improve the behavioral abnormalities under anxiety or 
stress. 

Secondly, acupuncture at ST36 single point can also play a role in improving pain perception and increasing pain threshold of the 
organism in some pain models. These include complete Freund’s adjuvant (CFA)/Carrageenan-induced inflammatory pain, Oxali
platin/paclitaxel (PTX)-induced neuropathic pain and fibromyalgia (FM) pain models. Specifically, acupuncture at ST36 can cause a 
short-term increase in local eATP at the acupoint, and subsequently accelerate ATP hydrolysis by regulating the levels of the 
Nucleoside triphosphate diphosphohydrolases (NTPDase)-2/3 in the DRG and ecto-5′NT in the spinal cord, and the sequence of hy
drolysis is in the following order: "ATP→ADP→AMP→ADO" [140,141]. Eventually, ADO can bind to A1 receptors to affect purinergic 
signaling, inhibit ATP binding to purinergic P2 receptors, reduce neurotransmission between neurons, and exert analgesic effects 
[142–144]. Evidence suggests [145] that acupuncture at ST36 single point also induces a localized increase in acupoint macrophage 
elevation, and the acupuncture signal promotes macrophage differentiation to M2 type and reduces the production of M1 type 
macrophages. Whereas M1-type macrophages may cause rapid accumulation of ATP, M2-type macrophages can promote the con
version of ATP to ADO [146]. This suggests that acupuncture ST36 regulates purinergic signaling cascades involved in the peripheral 
mechanism of analgesia may be related to the local macrophage recruitment and polarization at acupoints triggered by acupuncture at 
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ST36. In addition, the transmission of acupuncture signals and pain signals from the periphery to the centre was able to inhibit TRPV1 
protein expression-dominated pathways in parts of the prefrontal cortex, somatosensory cortex (SSC), hippocampus, spinal cord, 
hypothalamus, and cerebellum, inducing Calcium2+/calpain-mediated ablation of axon terminals, and decreasing central synaptic 
transmission of pain signals and central sensitization [147–150]. 

Studies have shown [151] that acupuncture at ST36 in a physiological state also triggers a series of molecular changes in the 
organism. Needling across the local skin of ST36 acupoints causes deformation of the local connective tissue at the acupoints, and 
promotes MC recruitment in the subcutaneous tissue region of the acupoints by upregulating local intercellular adhesion molecule-1 
(ICAM-1) mRNA expression [152]. It also causes α6 and β1 integrin activation in the acupoint region to mediate phosphorylation of 
ERK1/2 signaling, which transmits mechanosensory signals from the acupoints locally to the afferent nerve fibers, and increases in the 
DRG by P2X3 purinergic receptor and growth-associated protein 43 (GAP-43) protein expression was elevated, while c-Fos expression 
in the dorsal vagal nucleus (DMV) was elevated, and the regulation of visceral organs by vagal excitability [153,154]. Thus, the 
acupuncture signals are transmitted locally from the acupoints to central DMV integration via DRG, which may be one of the molecular 
biological bases for the organism to perceive acupuncture signals and regulate visceral functions. 

With the in-depth development of the acupuncture discipline, clinical translation of basic research is the primary theme of 
acupuncture research today. Accurate and scientific selection of acupoints is the main purpose of exploring the molecular mechanism 
of acupuncture at acupoints, and it may also be one of the breakthroughs in the clinical translation of acupuncture research. Therefore, 
in the future, how acupuncture at acupoints treat diseases can be systematically meditated from the perspective of molecular 
mechanisms to enrich the connotation of acupuncture theory for treating diseases. 
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