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The Negative Impact of Conflating TCM and
Acupuncture - Especially During the Pandemic

Khanie Ha, LAc, Dipl. Ac., DACM, MSW | DIGITAL EXCLUSIVE

Approximately 76 million people nationwide suffer from pain, whether chronic, acute or
postsurgical. Since 2017, the Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations
(JCAHO) has recognized alternative therapies to treat and "reduce pain and the risk of opioid

addiction," including acupuncture. This was a significant step toward validating and integrating
acupuncture as a viable treatment solution for acute and/or chronic pain. The JCAHO offers this
unbiased acknowledgment as an independent, nonprofit organization that accredits and certifies
health care organizations and programs throughout the U.S.

The statement by JCAHO has significant influence on policy, as it is an important authority
upholding standards for health care organizations. This statement has had a positive impact on the
profession of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) and acupuncture in two ways. First is the
recognition and exposure of TCM integrated into established health care systems including
hospitals, which will subsequently increase access for patients, as well as normalize TCM as a
viable medical treatment option. Second, having broad support among mainstream providers can
result in evidence for fair and equitable compensation and reimbursements for TCM practitioners.

Conflating TCM & Acupuncture: The Consequences

Conversely, there may be negative consequences construed from the inclusion of acupuncture as
part of the fight against opioid addiction. One negative impact is the conflation of TCM and
acupuncture being akin to other "physical medicine" professions such as chiropractic, physical
therapy and massage. This may increase or reinforce the misconception of the narrow application
of acupuncture.

In truth, the comprehensive system of TCM can treat not only physical conditions such as pain, but
also myriad internal diseases such as anxiety, stress, fertility, colds, infections - and more recently,
even some symptoms of COVID-19.

One of the major barriers for the TCM field is this lack of understanding of the application and
efficacy of TCM beyond pain management. A second negative impact is the potential increase in
attempts by Western medical doctors, or other ancillary professions, such as nursing or physical
therapy, to expand their scope to include "dry needling." This technique is essentially acupuncture,
but with limited skills gained through a short weekend training program that forgoes the
foundational basis of TCM as a whole medical system.

More recently, the problematic conflation of TCM and acupuncture has manifested in the
classification of acupuncture as a non-essential service during the COVID-19 pandemic. This is
damaging to both the perception of the profession and the economic well-being of practitioners.
Although each practitioner should be able to conclude individually whether to temporarily close or
remain open, the categorization as "non-essential" further perpetuates the misconception that TCM


https://www.jointcommission.org/standards/standard-faqs/critical-access-hospital/leadership-ld/000002158/
http://www.nccaom.org/blog/2017/07/12/joint-commission-assessment/

and acupuncture are limited in efficacy and scope of ailments treated.

This includes the inaccurate belief that TCM and acupuncture cannot treat infectious diseases.
Classified as non-essential, this means in-person acupuncture services are mandated to close, and
also overlooks the opportunity for practitioners to provide other valuable services such as herbal
prescriptions, lifestyle, dietary and exercise recommendations, which can be safely conducted
through virtual appointments.

Solving the Problem: Critical Steps We Need to Take

An important component to combat misconceptions and avoid the conflation of TCM as solely
acupuncture is education, which must be clearly communicated to legislative bodies and other key
stakeholders. This includes decision-makers that have influence in public policy: state acupuncture
boards, TCM associations, legislators and other government officials.

There must be continual advocacy at all levels from within the acupuncture boards and TCM
association lobbyist groups to educate government officials to understand the comprehensive
nature of TCM, as well as to neutralize established mainstream medical professions from
expanding their scope to include pseudo acupuncture through the practice of "dry-needling."

In politics, the bottom line has historically been economically-driven instead of morally-driven;
therefore licensed acupuncturists must leverage success in business to financially support a robust
lobbyist group for the TCM profession.

Education Is the Key

Acupuncture has made great progress integrating into the mainstream health systems, aided by
the statement put forth by the JCAHO. As a result of any public advocacy that may produce
economic opportunity, there must be considerations of possible unfavorable outcomes, including
the conflation of TCM and acupuncture as synonymous; as well as non-acupuncturists taking
advantage of economic prospects by expanding their scope through co-opting a historically rich
and complex practice.

To address these issues, key players such as acupuncture boards and TCM associations, as well as
all licensed acupuncturists, must continue to advocate and educate decision-makers to fully
understand TCM as a comprehensive medical system, not just the singular tool of acupuncture.
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