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What is Acupuncture?

- A 3000-year old method of diagnosing and 
treating illness

- Part of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) 
along with herbs, diet,  and massage

- Uses super thin needles in the skin that are 
then manipulated

- Realigning the Qi (Chi)

NEEEEDLESSSSS…. But doesn’t it hurt?



Who can practice Acupuncture?

-It’s a master’s degree or a doctorate, y’all

-they have their own boards

-TCM certification can be concomitant or separate

. 



Meridians and Qi

Meridians are the lines connecting the acupuncture 
points. 

Acupuncture points are the spots where the Qi flows 
easily, leaks out, or enters the body.

The theory is that the surface of the body is 
connected to internal organs by these meridians.

12 channels: inner ones for viscera and then the 
outer limb ones



Needling

The OG of acupuncture.



Cupping

Cupping can be “dry” or “wet” - no bloodletting or 
bloodletting

It requires the proper amount of suction



Moxibustion

Burning Mugwort leaves - direct or indirect

“Dredging the meridians”

Modern moxibustion?



Massage and Pressure

What if my patient is afraid of the needles and the 
cups and the fire?

…Or they’re on warfarin?

Pressure can also be used. 



Dry needling vs acupuncture

Dry needling

1. Thiccc bois - smallest 0.18mm
2. Trigger points
3. Short, 20 minute or less adventure
4. Fewer sessions
5. Relieve muscle tension/myofascial release
6. Better for acute, muscular pain
7. PM&R trained

Acupuncture

1. Super thin needles - as small as 0.12mm
2. Acupressure points
3. 30 min to hours adventure
4. Lotsa repeat sessions
5. Realign the flow of Qi
6. Better for chronic pain of any source
7. TCM trained



Weird Science

Aromatase inhibitor joint pain: reduced pain at 52 weeks compared to controls



Weird Science

But this systematic review found no statistically significant difference in 22/38 studies compared to sham
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Weird Science: why does it work?



Weird Science: why does it work?



Uses in palliative care

Cancer pain

Neuropathy pain (not numbness)

Fatigue

Mood (depression/anxiety)

Dyspnea

Nausea

Muscle tension

Chronic pain syndromes

Perks:

1. It isn’t medication. 
2. It spares the opioids. 
3. It’s minimally invasive
4. Good for the hard to treat chronic stuff
5. People who have relief often have it for a long 

time.



When is it a bad idea?

Absolute contraindications:

1. Thrombocytopenia
2. Lymphopenia (esp neutropenia)
3. Lymphedema
4. Spastic movements
5. Spinal instability
6. Sensory deficit
7. Scar and keloid placement
8. Active infection, especially of the skin

Relative contraindications  or special precautions 
taken:

1. Pregnancy
2. Anticoagulation
3. Hemophilia
4. Epilepsy
5. Poor skin condition
6. Immunosuppression
7. Pacemaker or spinal cord stimulator
8. Fear of needles
9. Not down to clown



Other treatment considerations:

There are many puncture wounds. No hot tubs, 
baths, etc for a few days after. 

They typically should not drive themselves to 
sessions. Some people get lightheaded after.

They should limit activity after acupuncture 
sessions and drink lots of water.

People may poop or pee more after a session.

Some people cry or have strong emotions during 
sessions. This is normal. 

Caffeine, alcohol, and high sugar foods should be 
avoided that day.

Some bruising and soreness is normal. A lot of 
bruising is not. 



How do we get this paid for?

1. Private insurance
a. Sometimes they have to fail one or two things, 

like physical therapy, or at least one or two 
pain meds (that doesn’t mean opioids).

2. Medicare (part B) gives you 20 sessions/year, 
and an additional 8 if its working.

3. Similar for medicaid. 
4. You can deduct it as a medical expense on 

your taxes if you do pay out of pocket.
5. OOP cost: 75-300$ per session, depending on 

location and session length.



In summary -Acupuncture uses needles and cups and burnt herbs 
and massage to Do the Thing ™

-the goal is Qi alignment

-it’s good for a lot of symptoms!

-but it’s not for everyone :(

-we don’t know why it works. Or if it works. Maybe it’s 
a great placebo. But it does… something. Or we 
would’ve stopped by now. Right?

-dry needling isn’t acupuncture

-most insurances will cover it, but it may take some 
failure of “traditional therapies” first. As of the 3000 
year old one isn’t traditional. 



You got 
Q’s?

I got A’s. Maybe. Hopefully. Ask ‘em regardless. 


