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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Acupuncture Fees Don't Make Sense

Shabnam Pourhassani, LAc, QME, DACM

Do the fees charged by licensed acupuncturists reflect the services provided? It was early during
the COVID-19 pandemic; I was spending an hour a day meditating, learning about Sars-COV-2 and
taking phone calls from patients asking for advice - advice such as, "The pain management office
wants me to go in for an injection, but I don't have any pain. They are not listening to me and
pressuring me to go. What should I do?" This was during the first week that a pandemic was
declared by the World Health Organization.

Some time passed, and I found myself in a peaceful routine away from the clinic, but I became
aware of matters that were a source of unknown stress previously. Was it the hour-long
meditations that had pulled the curtain aside to reveal that which I had been unaware of? Probably.



[ am a second-generation acupuncturist and herbalist who practices integrative medicine, similar
to my mother. I provide a lot of pro bono care to patients who live under the poverty level. I find
immense satisfaction from volunteering at free clinics. But in my pay-for-service practice, I do not
have the same level of satisfaction. I wondered why that was.

Are We Charging Enough?

I provide additional services to my outpatient patients; that's one difference. I provide services I
have spent thousands of dollars to pay for and thousands of hours studying to master. However, I
do not charge patients for the additional services I provide. I do not provide these services at the
free clinic. Why do I not charge for doing additional work?

I do not know the genesis of the typical two-tier fees acupuncturists have in the United States. The
two-tier fees include an initial fee and a follow-up fee. When a patient comes in with a new
condition that requires 15 to 45 minutes of an acupuncturist's time to evaluate, the patient expects
to pay the follow-up fee. The more I thought about it, the more it was clear this is not a fair
exchange.

Proposed Changes to the Fee System in Acupuncture

I propose, for your consideration, the following changes to the two-tier fees:

1. Evaluation fee, based on condition and time required to review medical charts and
consultation

2. Acupuncture fee, charged per 15 minutes of needle insertion, in line with insurance billing

Phone calls should also incur a fee, in line with telemedicine fees

4. Nutrition, lifestyle and meditation counseling should have additional fees as well
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The one initial fee and one follow-up fee do not make sense, nor are they reflective of the work we



do. The amount of work that is required of me to treat / evaluate / manage an ankle sprain, for
example, is different from treating paralysis due to a spinal cord injury. Charging the patient the
same fee to treat an ankle sprain and paralysis is unethical and unfair. In my opinion, we need to
remove the two-tier fees for acupuncturists. The fees we charge must be reflective of the services
we provide.

Editor's Note: This article is relevant to discussions on the cash-based fees acupuncturists charge
their patients. For a discussion of fees relative to billing and insurance reimbursement, read Sam
Collins' article on new fee rates for 2022 in this issue.
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