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Ethics

Acupuncture means a system of healthcare based on traditional and modern oriental 
concepts that employs oriental methods of diagnosis, treatment, and adjunctive therapies 
for the promotion, maintenance, and restoration of health and the prevention of disease.

The practice of acupuncture means the insertion and removal of acupuncture needles, in 
*some states injection therapy is included in the scope of practice, the application of heat 
therapies to specific parts of the body, and again in some states practitioners may use 
manual therapy, e-stim, therapeutic exercises, and the recommendation of herbs and/or 
nutritional therapy. 
*Always comply with your State’s Acupuncture Practice Act.
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Basic principles:

Autonomy – respect for the patients’ wishes and right to self-determination. In other 
words, patients have the freedom to make their own health care decisions. It is important 
for the patient to be an active participant in her or her health care.
Beneficence – the practitioners’ obligation to act in the best interest of the patient. All 
health care providers are bound to work to improve the patient’s health and give the 
treatments that offer the most good to the patient.
Non-maleficence – the practitioner’s obligation to do no harm = primum nihil nocere = 
“First, do no harm.” The practitioner’s treatment plan is based on a risk benefit analysis. 
This requirement is based on research about the efficacy and safety of acupuncture, but 
we must strive to avoid causing harm to patients. 

Justice - consideration of risks and benefits to society as a whole as well as to each 
patient. 
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Acupuncturists:

- hold the health and well-being of their paPents as a primary responsibility. 
- provide the care that is within their scope of pracPce – this is regulated by the state in 
which they hold their license(s). 
- make referrals to other providers/professionals when they need addiPonal informaPon, 
knowledge, or are out of their scope. 

- conPnue their educaPonal pursuits and keep current on developing research. 
- pracPce only when their ability to do so is unimpaired.

- provide a safe healthcare environment
- assume full responsibility for the care they provide.
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Before examining or treaPng paPents, the acupuncturist must obtain paPents’  informed 
consent (IC.) The IC has an informaPonal aspect and a consent aspect. It’s basically a form 
that explains medical treatment to a person before he/she agrees to it. 

It also presents an opportunity for the paPents to ask quesPons or refuse treatment. 
The informaPonal part may include an explanaPon of treatments, treatment plan, risks 
and potenPal benefits of treatment, Q&A. 

For the consent secPon to be valid, the paPent must have decision making capacity and be 
competent enough to agree to treatment. Children (usually under 16 years of age)  or 
people with cogniPve impairment may have what is called a “representaPve” sign the 
informed consent.  

There is an addiPonal note for children under 16. For them, the “Gillick competence” 
concept may apply. This would mean that the child understands the treatment and has 
the intellectual ability to give consent.

The consent must be voluntary which means there has been no undue influence from
others including the pracPPoner.
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Also, and often considered a part of the Informed Consent, is a disclosure document that 
provides information* including but not limited to:
Acupuncturist name, licensure information, business name, address, phone number
Fee schedule
Information about  

methods of therapy
techniques used
duration of therapy
limitations of acupuncture treatment
your cancellation policy

Patients may seek a second opinion at any time.
Patients may terminate therapy/treatment at any time.
*Always comply with your State’s Acupuncture Practice Act.
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You must follow HIPAA (Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act) law with 
regard to how you handle patient information. 
This law regulates how healthcare providers and others, handle the private information of 
patients. It regulates who can see patients’ information and how it must be stored. 
You should have a HIPAA notice prepared to give to every patient. You may find a sample 
from your liability insurer or the US Department of Health and Human Services. 

You may even have patients sign it because, for example, one section is about whom you 
may contact as an emergency contact or where you may leave test results. 

If you have a waiting room, using a patient’s name or asking why they are in for treatment 
– in front of others who are waiting – should be avoided. You are required to protect your 
patients’ privacy.
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Safety:

When this course was wri`en, we are/were in the middle of a pandemic. 

Some acupuncture offices - in certain states – had to close and then were allowed to
reopen aber advanced safety measures were put into place.

It is strongly advised to have a safety meePng regarding SARS Cov2 safety measures in 
your clinic, add these measures to your Policies and Procedures Manual, and even have a 
daily cleaning log. Some of the measures include but may not be limited to: 

both paPent and pracPPoner must wear a face mask
table and all equipment used must be cleaned aber each paPent

interview paPent on the phone before the appointment to minimize face to face 
Pme
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Take each paPent’s temperature: use non-contact thermometer if possible
Do pre-screening with appropriate quesPons about SARS Cov2 symptoms including 
but not limited to fever, dry cough, faPgue, loss of sense of taste or smell, body aches, 
shortness of breath.
Ask paPent if he/she has been in contact with anyone who has SARS Cov2
Has paPent traveled to a SARS Cov2 posiPve area in the last 2 weeks
Has the paPent already had SARS Cov2

NOTE: Be certain to include quesPons regulated by your local or state government or 
licensing board. MunicipaliPes may differ in what is required during this Pme.
On the next slide is a copy of the quesPonnaire people have to fill out at each 
appointment at my clinic. This is just one sample of how to ask about risk factors.
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Here is a copy of my questionnaire:
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Safety: potential negative outcomes

Pain/soreness, bleeding, and bruising seem to occur in about 7-11% of patients. 

Outcomes like pneumothorax are extremely rare but practitioners must be aware of the 
location and depth of major blood vessels and organs.

Also extremely rare but have been reported:
Central nervous system/spinal cord injury 

Subarachnoid/intracranial hemorrhage

Cardiac tamponade/heart injury
Pseudoaneurysm

Hematoma
Broken needle/needle fragment
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Safety: potenPal negaPve outcomes

Sob Pssue injury

Abscess
Auricular infecPons

Local infecPon
SepPc arthriPs

Myobacterial infecPon

Staphylococcal infecPon
Contact dermaPPs

Dizziness/syncope
Nausea and vomiPng
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Safety: Making referrals: You must refer paPents when certain condiPons are present 
including but not limited to:

Chest pain
Head trauma

Severe abdominal pain 
Blood in the urine or stool

Severe, sudden headaches

In current pandemic: high fever, dry cough, shortness of breath, loss of taste or smell
Post menopausal vaginal bleeding

Anything with children that looks neurological or like a developmental or learning delay
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Safety: making referrals cont.

Know the symptoms of pre-eclampsia in your pregnant patients; this is a serious 
sometimes life threatening condition
Abuse of any kind – child, spousal, elder

Suicidal ideations, having a plan and a method 
Signs of diabetes, cancer, phlebitis, even depression and uncontrolled anxiety.

Chinese medicine is a strongly effective system of therapies, but we must be cognizant of 
when we need to refer to another specialist.
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Safety: Airborne, bloodborne, and direct contact pathogens

Airborne pathogens are caused by microbes that are discharged from an infectious person 
by coughing, sneezing, laughing, talking, and close personal contact = aerosolization of
pathogenic microbes and include: 

- At this time and most importantly, SARS Cov2 can be spread between people face to 
face. There is also some evidence that it can be contracted via direct contact with 
some surfaces.

- Tuberculosis
- Influenza commonly called “the flu”

- Enterovirus
- Norovirus
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Safety: Airborne, bloodborne, and direct contact pathogens

Bloodborne pathogens are infecPous microorganisms in human blood that can cause 
disease. NeedlesPcks and other sharps-related incidents may expose pracPPoners to a 
bloodborne disease. These include but are not limited to:

Humans immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
HepaPPs B (HBV) – there is a vaccinaPon series 

HepaPPs C (HCV) – there is no vaccine

Compliance to bloodborne pathogens standards:
- Use universal precauPons

- Clinic pracPces/housekeeping – sharps containers, hand hygiene, proper 
decontaminaPon procedures, removal of regulated waste

- Use personal protecPve equipment
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Safety: Airborne, bloodborne, and direct contact pathogens

Direct contact pathogens pass from the infected person to the healthy person via direct 
contact with blood or body fluids from kissing or contact with oral secrePons, sexual 
contact or other touching, or contact with body lesions or from indirect contact with 
contaminated objects. This list includes but is not limited to:
As menPoned above, SARS Cov 2 is included in this category at this Pme from what is 
currently known. 

Staphylococcus and MRSA (Staphylococcus Aureus)
Herpes simplex

ImpePgo
Vesicular stomaPPs (hand, foot, mouth disease)

ConjuncPviPs
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Safety: some special acupuncture point locations where caution is advised:

Bl1 is near the ophthalmic and angular arteries and veins. Gently push eyeball to lateral 
side and slowly insert the needle along the orbital wall. 
St 1 is near the infra-orbital and ophthalmic arteries and veins. Gently push the eyeball 
upwards and needle along the infraorbital ridge. 
Gb2, SJ 21, and SI 19 are near the auricular branches of the superficial temporal artery
and vein. Generally can be needled .5 – 1.0 cun deep.

St 9 is very close to the carotid body and the carotid sinus.  Safe needling depth is about 
17 mm.

SI 17 is near the common carotid artery. Palpate for artery.
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Safety: some special acupuncture point locations where caution is advised:

Ren 22 is in front of the trachea. Direct the needle inferiorly behind and parallel with the 
sternum. 
Gb21-24, St 12, Lu 1 and 2, Pc1,, K 22-27, Sp 17-21,  St 13-18 are near the lungs and should 
all be needled obliquely. This can apply to Bl channel points on the back as well.
Pc 6 – mean distance from the needle tip to nerve is approximately 1.8 mm.

Du 14 – depth ranges 36-75 mm with mean depth of 54 mm.

Check that needles are not in close proximity to organs or arteries. 
Be aware of the patient’s build when choosing needling depth. 
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Disclaimer- The author cannot be held responsible for the use or misuse of the information in this work. The author is not 
responsible for nor can be held responsible for errors or omissions of fact or consequences from the use or misuse of the 
contents of this work. 

References include research by NCBI, Mayo Clinic, WHO, OSHA, Huang Di Nei Jing


