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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to look at how dry cupping affected the Grimace scale of sheep
infected with foot rot. Three treatment groups, each with four sheep, were randomly assigned
as: I (seemingly healthy sheep with cupping = Negative control), II (infected sheep treated with
cupping alone), and III (infected sheep treated with cupping and oxytetracycline). Four distinct
areas on each sheep's body received the cupping procedure while photographs of the faces of
sheep were taken on days 0, 7, and 14. In comparison with uninfected, all infected sheep had
higher Grimace scores, indicating pain. The mean Grimace scores of the sheep decreased after
cupping was applied, from 1.5>1>1 in group I, 7.5>3>2.5 in group II and in group III at
8>3.5,>2.5 on days 0, 7 and 14 respectively. The observed sheep pain facial expression scale
was able to distinguish between lame sheep that were in excruciating pain. According to this
study, cupping therapy is beneficial in the management of foot rot, though its analgesic eff ect
on animals experiencing pain. Cupping should be incorporated in the management of pain in
animals, which will reduce the use of analgesics which exposes the animals to severe side
effects.

Key words:  Dry cupping, Grimace scale, Sheep, Foot rot

DOI: 10.36108/jvbs/4202.60.0220



Zaifada et al., 2024 /J. Vet Biomed. Sci.
12

Introduction

Cupping (Hijama in Arabic) is an ancient,
holistic method for the treatment of a variety
of diseases. Though the exact origin of
cupping therapy is a matter of controversy,
its use has been documented in early
Egyptian and Chinese medical practices [1].
The Prophet Muhammad's traditions
(hadiths) also highlighted cupping therapy
during the initial six centuries of the
Common Era [2]. One of the complementary
and alternative medicine manipulative
therapies with a global reach is cupping
therapy [2]. Islamic teaching has endorsed it,
and Saudi Arabia and other Muslim nations
practice it with strong ties to their religious
sources [3]. Numerous illnesses have been
treated by cupping, particularly those that
are linked to excruciating disorders
including herpes zoster, facial paralysis,
acne, and cervical spondylosis [4] Numerous
ideas have been proposed to elucidate the
workings and outcomes of cupping therapy
[5] which consist of lowering pain,
improving blood flow, calming down
muscles, altering the composition of nearby
tissues, triggering the immune system, and
purifying the blood [5]. Cupping is
predominantly employed in Asian and
Middle Eastern nations to alleviate pain and
address various symptoms [6]. Sheep
primarily experience pain due to diseases,
leading to adverse effects on their well-being
and overall productivity [7]. One of such
diseases is Foot rot, which causes severe
lameness [8]. As lesion severity increases,
the intensity of observed lameness also
increases, indicating the presence of pain [9].
Resolution of the lesions does not
necessarily remove this pain, as hyperalgesia
to a mechanical stimulus may still be present
for up to three months in sheep that had
previously suffered from severe foot rot
[10]. Detecting early signs of disease, as well
as its associated pain can be challenging in
sheep, and because they are prey animals,
they do not overtly express signs of pain and
weakness. This can leave handlers uncertain
about the appropriate use of medications,

like non-steroidal anti-inflammatories
(NSAIDs).

The Grimace or Sheep Pain Facial
Expression Scale is a tool designed for
assessing pain levels in sheep by analyzing
their facial expressions. Since its
development, it has demonstrated high
accuracy in recognizing pain [11].
Furthermore, the expression scale has the
ability to assess the temporal nature of pain
[12], demonstrating whether the degree of
fluctuation is high or constant throughout the
assessment period enabling the development
of a better pain management strategy when
the need arises. Although the presence of
human is required at the moment, efforts are
underway to commercialize the automation
of the process which would remove the
subjectivity of human assessment.

The effective management of pain in sheep
is limited by inability of human to accurately
recognize and quantify pain in this species
[13]. A gap in knowledge exists on the
impact of Cupping therapy on various
physiological parameters (including pain)
and overall health in different animal species
[14]. Current pain assessment and blood
assay can be time consuming and expensive
[15]. This makes it impractical for on-farm
and ambulatory service settings [13]. In
addition to fewer side effects,
complementary medicine is valued for its
holistic approach, addressing not only the
symptoms but also the overall well-being of
an individual. This makes it appealing to
individuals seeking more natural and
minimally invasive options [16]; 17].

Materials and Methods

Location and Duration of Experiment

This study was carried out at the Veter inary
Teaching Hospital Farm, University of
Abuja, Gwagwalada, Abuja, Nigeria. The
duration of the study was fourteen days and
a three-group experimental design was
adopted for the study
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Experimental animals

Diagnosis of Foot rot was made by two large
animal Consultant to the Veterinary teaching
Hospital, University of Abuja. In addition to
apparently healthy animals, a total of twelve
(12) Yankasa breed, aged 2 – 21/2 years were
distributed to treatment groups – Group I
(apparently healthy sheep), Group II
(Infected sheep treated with cupping alone)
and Group III (Infected sheep treated with
cupping and oxytetracycline). Signalment
and comprehensive clinical examination of
each sheep was carried out and recorded.

Experimental sheep and Clinical 
examination
A total of three treatment groups were used
for the study; Group I (apparently healthy
sheep), Group II (Infected sheep treated with
cupping alone) and Group III (Infected sheep
treated with cupping and oxytetracycline).
Signalment and comprehensive clinical
examination of each sheep was carried out
and recorded.
Pain Assessment Using Sheep Pain 
Facial Assessment Scale

In all the study groups (I, III, III),
photographic images (two photographs for
each time points) of sheep faces were taken
on the day zero (day 0). All sheep in the
treatment and control groups were revisited
with images taken on day 7 and 14.
Observers who had been trained scored the
facial expression of sheep. Using a
maximum pain score of 10 (a score of 2 for
each of the 5 facial areas), the total pain
scores were determined by adding the
individual scores for each of the five areas
for each photograph as described by [13]. In
addition, animals were reassessed for lesions
and lameness to assess recovery upon
completion of experiment.

Cupping Techniques

In this study, dry cupping was used. The site
was shaved and cleaned with disinfectant,
the cups were placed on the site and suction
was made. The cups were left on the site for
5 minutes, afterwards, it was removed and
cleaned. Cupping therapy was performed on

day zero, it was repeated on the seventh day.
Due to the lack of information on application
of cupping in sheep, the Chinese meridian
energy concept was used to identify some
point that can be used for this purpose.
Cupping technique was applied to four
specific locations on each sheep’s body. The
initial two points were situated on the left
and right sides of the scapular region, while
the subsequent two points were positioned in
the rump area, specifically on the posterior-
dorsal region corresponding to sacral
vertebrae (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Showing the position of cupping in
sheep

Results

Grimace Scale of Sheep Infected with
Footrot

Facial expression scoring system revealed
that all the study animals were experiencing
pain, which was mild in apparently healthy
sheep and severe in the animals infected with
foot rot. In comparison with uninfected
group, there was a significant decrease in the
grimace scale of infected sheep on day 7
(Table 1).
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Table 1: Effect of cupping on Mean Grimace scale score of Sheep infected with footrot 

Day 0 Day 7 Day 14 

Footrot + Cupping 7.5 3 2.5 

Footrot + Oxytetracycline + Cupping 8 3.5 2.5 

Control + Cupping 1.5 1 1 

Discussion 

This research indicates that both the 
apparently heathy and unhealthy animal are 
in pain – an indication that animal welfare 
must be given the best of attention by all 
stakeholders [18]. 

The sheep pain facial expression scale 
observed was able to identify lame sheep 
experiencing severe pain. These facial 
expression changes align with those 
observed in other species in relation to pain, 
as documented by various studies 
[19;20;21;22]. An abnormal ear position 
observed in all sheep before and after the 
study could be as a result of mixed breeding, 
which is usually random and undocumented. 

One major observation from the study was 
that apparently healthy sheep without foot 
rot lesions had abnormal facial expressions. 
This outcome could be because of other pain 
causing conditions experienced by the 
animals. Sheep without foot rot lesion 
showed an insignificant improvement in 
their sheep pain facial expression scale. 
However, there was a significant decrease in 
the grimace score of infected Sheep treated 
with cupping therapy. Our study's findings, 
which indicate a positive correlation 
between lameness level and the severity of 
foot rot lesions, validate our chosen model 
and align with similar observations in other 
studies [10;23]. Cupping, either alone or in 
combination with oxytetracycline caused a 

decrease in grimace score. This could be 
indicative of the effectiveness of cupping in 
ameliorating pain.  

Cupping therapy has an analgesic effect in 
the treatment or management of foot rot. 
Either in combination with oxytetracycline 
or as a single therapy, cupping is effective in 
ameliorating the effect of footrot in sheep. 
Cupping should be incorporated in the 
management of pain in animals, this will 
reduce the use analgesics which exposes the 
animals to severe side effects. Further 
investigation should be conducted with 
Cupping therapy for treatment of other 
diseases that are of public Health 
importance. 

Conclusion 

Cupping therapy has an analgesic effect in 
the treatment or management of footrot. 
Either in combination with tetracycline or as 
a single therapy, cupping is effective in 
ameliorating the effect of footrot in sheep. 
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