
Dry needling is
acupuncture
Academically, we agree with the
recent Education and Practice
paper by Zhou et al,1 which states
that, for the treatment of musculo-
skeletal disorders, dry needling and
acupuncture overlap greatly in their
origin, techniques and theories,
and dry needling is one subcategory
of Western medical acupuncture,
and is thus acupuncture. As current
training and clinical practice of acu-
puncturists involve both Traditional
Chinese Medicine (TCM) and
Western medicine, at least in China,
where acupuncture originated, we
have the following comments.
The term ‘acupuncture’ is a trans-

lation of 针刺术 (zhen ci shu in
Chinese pin yin) or in short 针

(zhen), and is literally equivalent to
the term ‘needling’ or ‘needling
technique’. Based on the traditional
and official definition, the term
acupuncture refers to the actual
insertion of a needle (usually a
solid needle) into the body,2 which
describes a family of procedures
involving the stimulation of points
on the body using a variety of tech-
niques. The acupuncture technique
that has been most often studied
scientifically involves penetrating
the skin with thin, solid, metallic
needles that are usually manipu-
lated by hand or by electrical
stimulation. Practised in China
and other Asian countries for
thousands of years, acupuncture is
one of the key components of
TCM.3 Acupuncture is currently
practised internationally, and has
attracted more and more interest
in Western countries, especially in
the UK4 and the USA. Dry need-
ling literally is acupuncture,
although the term is more com-
monly used instead of acupuncture
by physiotherapists in Western
countries. As stated in the article by
Zhou et al,1 dry needling is a sub-
category of Western medical acu-
puncture. Taken literally, the term

acupuncture includes both Western
medical and traditional acupunc-
ture, and thus obviously covers dry
needling.
Historically, dry needling is acu-

puncture. In China, especially in
the East, the term dry needling (干
针, gan zhen in Chinese pin yin)
has been a folk name for acupunc-
ture since Western medicine arrived
in China in the late 1800s, when
the term of dry needling was
created in order to differentiate it
from the needles used for injections
by Western trained doctors. Many
people in China still refer to acu-
puncture as dry needling, especially
after acupuncture point injection
therapy and aquapuncture therapy
were developed in China in the
early 1950s.5 The term dry need-
ling (gan zhen) has already become
a synonym for acupuncture used by
many Chinese practitioners. For
example, when searching using the
Chinese term 干针 in the Amazon
book department (http://www.
amazon.cn), all results are acupunc-
ture books. With their combined
education in both Western and
Chinese medicine, modern acu-
puncturists from China are well
equipped with knowledge and skills
not only in TCM but also conven-
tional medicine. Because of hetero-
geneous understanding and
emphasis in training at different
academic schools or different styles
of practice, various types of acu-
puncture have developed all over
the world, including Fu’s acupunc-
ture, scalp acupuncture, wrist and
ankle acupuncture, abdominal acu-
puncture and others, which
undoubtedly include dry needling.
Because of the rapid development
of science and technology, and sig-
nificant progress in modern research
into acupuncture, the potential
therapeutic mechanisms of acupunc-
ture have been explored and include
Pavlovian conditioned reflexes,
nerve segment theory, gate theory,
somato-autonomic nerve reflexes
and others.6 All of these mechanistic

concepts of acupuncture are based
on modern biomedicine. Clearly,
traditional acupuncture is being
explained by modern science.
In conclusion, dry needling is not

only a subcategory of Western
medical acupuncture but also an
integral part of acupuncture per se.
Although not all Western medicine
practitioners may agree, dry need-
ling is an important part of trad-
itional acupuncture.
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