
                                      
 

Informed consent and acupuncture 
 
Acupuncture enhances the body’s natural healing 
capabilities using slim sterile disposable needles. It is 
commonly used by physiotherapists following post 
graduate training. 
 
Before you decide to have acupuncture, you should 
be aware of the risks as well as the benefits.  Your 
physiotherapist is a member of the Physiotherapy 
Acupuncture Association of New Zealand (PAANZ) 
and has access to the latest safety guidelines and 
ongoing postgraduate education and support.   
 
Although acupuncture is very safe (less than 1 
serious reaction per 10,000 treatments) compared 
to some drugs there are still adverse reactions that 
you should be aware of.   
 
You need to be aware that: 
 
x the most commonly recognised reaction to 

acupuncture is fainting.  Just like with injections 
and blood tests some people may faint when they 
see or experience a needle insertion.  Let your 
physiotherapist know if you feel dizzy, nauseous 
or hot and sweaty straight away and they will take 
the needle out 

x drowsiness may occur after treatment in a small 
number of patients, and, if affected, you are 
advised not to drive straight after treatment 

x minor bleeding or bruising occurs after 
acupuncture in about 3% of treatments 

x pain during treatment occurs in about 1% of 
treatments, tell your physiotherapist if the needle 
hurts/stings and they will remove it straight away 

x existing symptoms can temporarily flare after 
treatment (in less than 3% of patients).  You 
should tell your physiotherapist about this, but it 
is usually a good sign that you will respond to 
acupuncture.  It tends to settle spontaneously 
within 24 hours and then you feel better than 
before treatment 

Is there anything your physiotherapist needs to 
know? 

Apart from the usual medical details, it is important 
that you let your physiotherapist know: 

x if you have ever experienced a fit, faint or 
funny turn 

x if you have a pacemaker or any other metal or 
electrical implants 

x if you have a bleeding disorder or are on 
“blood thinning” medication 

x if you are taking anti-coagulants or any other 
medication 

x if you have damaged heart valves or have any 
other particular risk of infection (i.e. if you have 
to have antibiotics to go to the dentist) 

x if you have HIV, hepatitis, MRSA or AIDS 
x if you are pregnant 
x if you have a poor immune system (due to 

illness or medication such as steroids) 
x if you have an inflammatory arthritis, e.g. 

Rheumatoid Arthritis 
x if you have had treatment for cancer or 

lymphoedema (swelling of tissues) 

These conditions will change the way your 
physiotherapist will apply your acupuncture treatment.  If 
there are particular risks that apply in your case your 
physiotherapist will discuss these with you before you 
consent to treatment. 

Possible adverse reactions: 

Your physiotherapist will also ask for additional consent 
to needle over your chest or rib cage.  Within the rib cage 
is the heart and lungs which are vulnerable if the 
acupuncture needle penetrates too deeply - resulting in 
the worst-case scenario a punctured lung 
(pneumothorax) or heart muscle (cardiac tamponade).  If 
you are having acupuncture over the lungs it is important 
that you do not move or cough while the needles are in 
and shift them. Also if you suffer chest pain, a dry cough 
or difficulty breathing within 48 hours of acupuncture 
over your ribcage please contact your physiotherapist 
and directly seek medical treatment. 

Your physiotherapist will also ask for additional consent 
to needle you if you are pregnant. Miscarriage in the first 
trimester is possible regardless of acupuncture, so your 
physiotherapist will usually ask for your midwife, GP, or 
obstetrician’s approval first.  In later trimesters 
acupuncture can promote Braxton-Hicks type 
contractions so certain acupuncture points may be 
avoided till nearer your due date.   

If you are having trigger point needling (a style of 
acupuncture targeting muscle spasm where the needle 
is left in a very short time) it is normal to experience a 
strong twitch during treatment.  Afterwards the muscle 
can feel heavy and tired, like it has had a gym work out.  
This usually only lasts overnight, and the muscle usually 
feels better for it the next day.  If you find this sensation 
unpleasant you can use a wheat bag or some form of 
heat to take away the treatment soreness. 

You will be given information by your physiotherapist on 
why acupuncture may help you before your treatment 
and you will be asked to give your consent for 
acupuncture before every treatment.  You will always 
have the right to say “no thank you” and chose another 
treatment option. Or request the needles be removed at 
any time during treatment. 
 
Please inform your physiotherapist immediately if you 
ever have any unexpected reaction to your acupuncture 
treatment so they might help. 

 


