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What are the Differences between  
Acupuncture & Dry Needling?

๏ Physiotherapist - Interstudy Academy of 
Physiotherapy, Arnhem, the Netherlands


๏ Master Degree in Health Care Administration - 
Lynn University, Boca Raton, FL, USA


๏ Master Degree in Biomechanical Trauma -     
Lynn University, Boca Raton, FL, USA


๏ Doctorate in Physical Therapy -               
University of St. Augustine for Health Sciences, 
St. Augustine, FL, USA

๏ Introduced dry needling to physical therapists in the 
United States in 1997


๏ Introduced dry needling to physiotherapists in Ireland in 
2008


๏ Has taught dry needling in many countries, including 
Abu Dhabi, Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, 
Dubai, Ecuador, Germany, India, Ireland, Italy, Kuwait, 
Netherlands, Peru, Spain, Qatar, etc.


๏ Published >140 papers, studies, reviews, >90 book 
chapters, and 6 books translated into several 
languages 



What are the Differences between  
Acupuncture & Dry Needling?

That would seem like an easy 
question to answer…

๏ Formed by a core group of physiotherapists from 
parts of the world where physiotherapists had 
been practicing acupuncture since the early 
1980s


๏ Australia

๏ New Zealand

๏ South Africa

๏ Sweden and 

๏ the UK


๏ Founded in 1991 


๏ A specialty group of World Physiotherapy in 1999

International Acupuncture and 
Dry Needling Association of 
Physiotherapists (IADAPT)



๏ International Acupuncture 
Association of Physical Therapists 
(IAAPT) 


September 11, 2025: 


๏ The International Acupuncture and 
Dry Needling Association of 
Physiotherapists (IADAPT)

What is acupuncture?


What is dry needling?

๏ There are more than 80 different schools 
of acupuncture in China alone


๏ Additional schools in Japan, Korea, 
Vietnam, Europe, the US, among others 

Acupuncture



๏ Acupuncture refers to the insertion of 
a solid needle into any part of the 
human body for disease prevention 
or therapy 


๏ Techniques in which any substance is 
injected through a hollow needle are 
not considered to be acupuncture, 
nor are treatments that do not 
include piercing the skin

Acupuncture - BMAS, 2018

๏ Acupuncture and other techniques 
using dry needles are interventions 
included under the scope of practice 
for physiotherapists in Canada for the 
treatment of pain and other 
symptoms of musculoskeletal, 
neurological and cardio-respiratory 
disorders, or as a measure to 
improve functional health status

Acupuncture - CPA, 2012

CPA Position Statement Acupuncture and the Use 
of Dry Needling Techniques in Physiotherapy 2012

๏ There are probably at least 80 
different schools of dry needling 
worldwide


๏ In the US, there are approximately 
60 different post-graduate courses 
in dry needling

Dry Needling



๏ Dry needling is a skilled intervention 
that uses a thin filiform needle to 
penetrate the skin and stimulate 
underlying myofascial trigger points, 
muscular, and connective tissues for 
the management of 
neuromusculoskeletal pain and 
movement impairments

Dry Needling - APTA

๏ Dry needling (DN) is a technique 
used to treat dysfunctions in skeletal 
muscle, fascia, and connective 
tissue, and, diminish persistent 
peripheral nociceptive input, and 
reduce or restore impairments of 
body structure and function leading 
to improved activity and participation

Dry Needling - APTA

Bias & Perception

International Acupuncture and 
Dry Needling Association of 
Physiotherapists (IADAPT)



Bias & Perception

There is not a 
single red pixel in 
the image

Needling Approaches
Not all techniques are created equal

Dry 
needling

OTR

Trust me – it’s the 
only way to reach 
that pesky gluteal 
trigger point……….

๏ No gloves: OSHA violation?	
๏ Poor hygiene	
๏ Inappropriate needle size	
๏ Lack of focus & specificity

Random Internet Videos



๏ No Gloves	

๏ Poor Hygiene	

๏ Poor Technique	

๏ Needling through clothing

New York Times - April 20, 2026

“But despite their similarities, 
dry needling is not the same 
as acupuncture” 

Andrea Javor

New York Times - April 20, 2026

A few more excerpts from the comments…. 


๏ You have to be a complete and utter klutz to puncture the lung


๏ Two 20-minutes sessions of dry needling gave me pain relief of a 
spasming muscle under my shoulder blade that 6 weeks of PT 
had barely addressed. I didn't find it painful at all; the tiny needle 
slipped in and my whole shoulder relaxed. I highly recommend it.



New York Times - April 20, 2026

๏ Dry needling saved me from frozen shoulder surgery 


๏ I just started dry needling, and it’s helped me a lot with my neck and 
shoulder pain


๏ Dry needling is one of the most effective therapies I have ever had. It was 
the only thing that helped me with a hip issue that lingered. I had so many 
trigger points it was insane. After a few weeks of consistent therapy, I was, 
amazingly, healed. This was after months of traditional physical therapy.

New York Times - April 20, 2026

A few excerpts from the comments…. 


๏ To pull one out and say it's not acupuncture because it's a little different 
and you want to make money off it does not mean it is not acupuncture 


๏ If there’s a scam in dry needling it’s that providers with weekend courses 
are allowed to use acupuncture needles 


๏ The concept of needling into trigger points has been around as long as 
acupuncture and is an essential part of our treatments

History 

Philosophy


Clinical applications


Mechanisms


among others



History

๏ Acupuncture is presumed to have its 
origins in blood ritual, magic tattooing, 
and body piercing associated with 
shamanic healing performed during the 
Neolithic Age (8000-5000 BC) for the 
purpose of restoring health and safety 
and protection against demonic 
infestation and malevolence 

Integrative Cancer Therapies (2007), 6(3):251-257

TrPs and Chinese Medicine 

๏ The needling of points located by 
tenderness on or off of an established 
acupuncture channel is recommended 
in the Ling Shu (aka Spiritual Pivot) 


(part of the Huangdi Neijing or Yellow Emperor's Inner Canon, likely 

compiled between the 2nd century BCE and the 1st century BCE during 

the Han Dynasty)

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) 
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031


๏ Ashi: ‘‘ah! yes’’ or ‘‘right here is the pain’’ 


๏ Needling Ashi points during the Three Kingdoms time 
(220–280 CE) was used by both common folk and the 
imperial minister due to its popularity and simplicity, 
thereby alluding to the high quality of the technique

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

๏ This review compared the needle techniques utilized in 
acupuncture and DN and determined the similarities 
and differences between the two modalities 


๏ The findings indicated that there are parallels between 
these methods

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

๏ Needling TrPs with filiform 
needles is a cost-efficient, 
opioid-free method used in 
acupuncture and DN to treat 
acute and chronic pain

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) 
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031


Two areas of miscommunication between the fields of DN and 
acupuncture: 


๏ Misunderstanding of acupuncture theory and the complexity of 
translating it into Western science


๏ Controversy regarding both DN and acupuncture as modalities

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

For example


๏ Acupuncture treats cold-induced pain by heating and inserting a 
hot needle (glowing needle technique)


๏ Although not researched in the West, heating a needle for 
musculoskeletal pain may induce unique biochemical changes 
with clinical outcomes and be a primitive form of percutaneous 
thermablation

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

๏ The treatment of Ashi points 
is an established technique 
still in practice

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031
https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031


๏ Interdisciplinary communication would benefit 
both modalities 


๏ Identified areas for future research at the 
intersection of acupuncture, DN, and TrP studies 

Barber et al Medical Acupuncture (2023);35 (5) https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031

Melzack et al. erroneously concluded 
that there is a

๏ 71% correlation between 
trigger points and 
acupuncture points 


Pain, (1977)3(1), 3-23

	 According to Dorsher, there is a 76% 
correspondence between trigger 
point referred pain patterns and the 
course of acupuncture meridians

Dorsher P, Trigger points and acupuncture points: anatomic and clinical correlations. Med Acupunct. 17(3): 21-25, 2006

Spleen

Stomach

https://doi.org10.1089/acu.2023.0031


๏ The spread of deqi described in 
the acupuncture tradition is 
physiologically analogous to the 
modern concept of referred-
pain arising from trigger points 
in the myofascial pain tradition

Dorsher, PT, Journal of Pain, 2009: 10(7):723-731

๏ More than 92% of TrPs are in the same 
location as acupoints 


๏ Tenderness at acupoints is not limited to ashi 
points


๏ The myofascial pain tradition is an 
independent rediscovery and validation of 
acupuncture

Dorsher P, Trigger points and acupuncture points: anatomic and clinical correlations. Med Acupunct. 17(3): 21-25, 2006 
Dorsher PT, Can classical acupuncture points and trigger points be compared in the treatment of pain disorders? Birch's analysis 

revisited. J Altern Complement Med. 14(4): 353-359, 2008

Gallbladder

๏ Acupuncture points and TrPs do not 
show any meaningful correlation


๏ Only approximately 18%-19% of 
acupuncture points examined in the 
1977 study could possibly correlate 
with TrPs 

J Altern Complement Med, 2003;9(1): 91-103



๏ Dorsher’s analysis missed the 
point


๏ Pain with pressure is the only 
commonality between ashi points 
and TrPs


๏ Other acupoints exist independent 
of whether they hurt with pressure 

Birch S. J Altern Complement Med. 2008:14(4): 343-345

History



British physician William Balfour (1816):


๏ “patients as having a large number of 
nodular tumours and thickenings which 
were painful to the touch, and from 
which pains shot to neighbouring parts”

History

https://qrco.de/bgEKcV

German physician Strauss (1898) 
described 


๏ “small, tender and apple sized 
nodules and painful, pencil-
sized to little-finger-sized 
palpable bands”

History

German physician Müller (1912): 


๏ “Nodules and bands require 
more than a cursory examination.  
They are likely to be overlooked 
because physicians tend not to 
search for them in a systematic 
and skillful manner” 

History



๏ Lange F and Eversbusch G, Die Bedeutung 
der Muskelhärten für die allgemeine Praxis. 
Münch. Med. Wochenschr. 68: 418-420, 1921


๏ Lange M, Die Muskelhärten (Myogelosen). 
München: J.F. Lehmann's Verlag,  1931 (This 
is the first published “TrP” manual, 50 years 
before the Travell & Simons books)

History

Lange M, Die Muskelhärten (Myogelosen). München: J.F. Lehmann's Verlag,  1931

History

David Simons 
“I more or less assumed that 

eventually I would come back to 
earth; I just did not know whether I 

would still be alive. But, here I am..”

M y o f a s c i a l  p a i n Janet Travell 
"Life is like a bicycle - you don't fall 

off until you stop pedaling...It is 
better to wear out than to rust out, 

so keep pedaling.”

The journey 
started here



๏ Graduated from medical school in 
1927 


๏ Cardiologist and pharmacologist


๏ New York Hospital/Cornell University 
Medical College Pharmacology Dept 
1933

Janet Travell

PAULETT JD. LOW BACK PAIN. LANCET. 1947;2:272-276

First use of the term “dry needling”

TRAVELL J, RINZLER SH. THE MYOFASCIAL GENESIS OF PAIN. POSTGRAD MED. 1952;11:425-434

Travell mentioned “dry needling”



๏ Janet Travell became the White House 
physician for Presidents Kennedy and 
Johnson


๏ Here she is with President-elect Kennedy 
on 11/26/60 going to visit Mrs. Kennedy 
and John, Jr., who was born on the 
previous day at the Georgetown 
University Hospital 

Janet Travell (1901 - 1997)

“In this age of specialization, few clinicians are 
broad enough to see the whole patient and 
his/her problem .... understanding with the 
delicate interplay between the patient's mind, 
body, environment is a paramount importance 
in helping a patient overcome an illness.”

Janet Travell (1901 - 1997)

Annals of Internal Medicine. 1941

JAMA 1944, 125:397-401

The needle effect



PAIN, 6 (1979) 83- 90

Karel Lewit

๏ Highly effective, however


๏ No blinding


๏ No controls

The Needle Effect

๏ A similar effect might 
perhaps be achieved by 
merely inserting the needle at 
the site of pain

The Lancet Saturday 8 March, 1980



๏ the DN group had significantly better 
results (P>0.005, N=53)


๏ 18/29 returned to the same of 
equivalent job vs. 4 in the control group


๏ 10 returned to light duty vs. 14 in the 
control group

Spine, 1980;5(3):279-29
Chan Gunn, MD 

“The fastest Gunn in the west”

1984

www.myopainseminars.com/resources/news-rulings.html

July 2025



History

Dry needling is an emerging, evidence-informed treatment 
modality within the scope of 	
๏ acupuncture	
๏ physical therapy	
๏ medicine	
๏ veterinary medicine	
๏ dentistry	
๏ chiropractic	
๏ occupational therapy	
๏ athletic training (USA)	
๏ myotherapy (Australia)	
๏ and other disciplines dependent upon the jurisdiction

History


Philosophy 

Clinical applications


Mechanisms


among others



Philosophy

Many physio websites state 
that acupuncture is an Eastern, 
primarily Asian approach


in contrast to


dry needling, which is 
grounded in Western Medicine


Joshua Lerner, L.Ac., CMTPT



Do It Yourselves Protest Signs

Do It Yourselves Protest Signs

Do It Yourselves Protest Signs

Massachusetts
House Bill 2415 (2025)

๏ Two years of post-graduate, professional 
experience prior to the addition of trigger point 
acupuncture/dry needling


๏ 500 didactic hours and 150 clinical hours total of 
training in the practice of dry needling/trigger point 
acupuncture 


๏ Demonstration of minimal competency through a 
psychometrically sound, third-party examination 
testing not given by the course offering training



Massachusetts
House Bill 2415 

๏ Maintenance of the advanced orthopedic clinical 
certification and continuing education for those practicing 
dry needling


๏ Passage of the Clean Needle Technique (CNT) class and 
exam taught by the Council of Colleges of Acupuncture and 
Oriental Medicine (CCAOM)


๏ Written consent for treatment must be obtained from the 
patient, and 


๏ Malpractice insurance policies must include coverage for 
acupuncture

๏ Yun-Tao Ma discovered a relationship 
between homeostatic points and 
human biomechanical homeostasis


๏ All modern dry needling modalities 
with seemingly different theories and 
clinical techniques, in fact, share the 
same physiology and are not in 
conflict with each other

The Law of Dry Needling

๏ When DN became more 
popular, Ma changed the 
name of his courses from 
Biomechanical Acupuncture to 
Integrated Dry Needling


๏ Includes the treatment of 
homeostatic points

Biomechanical acupuncture



๏ Physical therapists should not 
ignore the findings of the 
Western or biomedical 
‘acupuncture’ literature 


๏ The most common term used 
to describe dry needling is 
‘acupuncture’

Dunning et al: Phys Ther Rev. 2014;19(4):252-265. doi: 10.1179/108331913X13844245102034.



History


Philosophy


Clinical applications 

Mechanisms


among others

Clinical Applications

Clinical Applications - Spasticity



๏ Obesity


๏ Alzheimer’s


๏ Bone metabolism


๏ Fertility


๏ Gastro-intestinal issues

(Electro)acupuncture Applications 

๏ Anxiety


๏ Depression


๏ Smoking cessation


๏ Epidural analgesia


๏ Cardiac issues

๏ Modern healthcare is not a 
collection of isolated silos


๏ It is an interconnected system 
that depends on collaboration, 
shared knowledge, and, 
importantly, overlap in scope 
of practice

Overlap in Scope of Practice

๏ The Federation of State 
Medical Boards of the United 
States describes it as “those 
health care services a physician 
or other health care practitioner 
is authorized to perform by 
virtue of professional license, 
registration, or certification”

Assessing scope of practice in health care delivery: Critical questions in assuring public access and safety.200534.

Overlap in Scope of Practice



	 Dry needling is within the scope 
of acupuncture practice

	 Dry needling is within the scope 
of physical therapy practice



	 Dry needling is within the scope of 
medicine and related fields (i.e., nurse 

practitioner, physician assistant)

	 Dry needling is within the scope of 
veterinary medicine

What are the Differences between  
Acupuncture & Dry Needling?



may be discipline-dependent

indications

๏ When an acupuncturist performs 
dry needling, it is acupuncture


๏ When a dentist performs dry 
needling, it is dentistry


๏ When a physical therapist 
performs dry needling, it is 
physical therapy


๏ When an occupational therapist 
performs dry needling it is 
occupational therapy


๏ When a chiropractor performs 
dry needling, it is chiropractic


๏ When a veterinarian performs dry 
needling, it is veterinary medicine

๏ Dry needling is a broad term that refers to a 
treatment technique that uses solid filament 
needles to puncture the skin for therapeutic 
purposes


๏ It includes a range of approaches, such as 
acupuncture, trigger point dry needling, 
intramuscular stimulation, or similar treatments 
used by numerous healthcare professionals

Dry Needling - Alberta, CA

Health Quality Council of Alberta (2014, October)



๏ In Alberta, physicians, dentists, surgeons, 
physiotherapists, occupational therapists, 
chiropractors, nurses, naturopaths as well as 
acupuncturists are authorized to practise dry 
needling.…. 


๏ Dry needling (DN) includes a range of approaches 
that differ in their rationale for treatment, needling 
techniques, and training requirements

Health Quality Council of Alberta (2014, October)

Dry Needling - Alberta, CA

๏ However, there is no standardization in terminology 
used to describe these approaches causing 
confusion for both practitioners and the public


๏ For example, dry needling can be used either to 
describe the practice of a healthcare professional 
using traditional Chinese acupuncture or to 
describe a healthcare professional using a trigger 
point approach, which is unrelated to traditional 
[medicine]”

Health Quality Council of Alberta (2014, October)

Dry Needling - Alberta, CA

Dry Needling

Health Quality Council of Alberta. (2014, October)



Inspired by 

๏ Janet Travell 
๏ David Simons 
๏ Richard Materson 
๏ Karel Lewit 
๏ Chan Gunn 
๏ Peter Baldry 
๏ Beat Dejung 
๏ Robert Gerwin 

95

“It is not the answer 
that enlightens, but the 
question.” 

Eugene Ionesco



jan@myopainseminars.com

www.myopainseminars.com

Thank you


