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Overview: Clinical Essentials for a Hospital 

Based Acupuncture Practice 

 

Clinical essentials are learned experientially. Put another way, if you want to be a good in-clinic you 
gottapractice in-clinic. 

A printed document can only overview, circumscribe and comment upon what you must know. 

To a lesser degree, I can describe how you may go about becoming a clinical superhero. 

But for the most part, clinical excellence is something you learn by doing, not reading. 

Nonetheless, this chapter will provide a summary overview of everything you need to include in your ‘kit’ 
and the exact material you must master in order to perhaps 95% of all patients with efficacy, simplicity 
and consistently solid results. 

Put your effort into learning this exact material and you will not fail to gain renown as a competent 
clinician of real significance. 

9 Clinical Essentials 

1. On How to THINK Correctly 

I have written elsewhere about the utter importance of how to think correctly and this is a main point in 
my position on hospital-quality practice vis a vis New Age whatever. 

The foundation of all correct clinical thinking is language; and the correct technically linguistic 
parameters and concepts in holism can only be learned by committing to memory and understanding the 
statements of fact in holistic medicine. 

High-level thinking requires competence in understanding holistic pathophysiology.  Without a clear 
notion of the linguistic parameters of holism, you cannot arrive at a clear idea of holistic pathophysiology.   

Learn and memorize, understand and wrestle with as many of the technically correct Statements of Fact 
in Holistic medicine as you can.  My advice to the serious practitioner is to continue in this study until you 
can recite this by rote memorization and explain their clinical significance in talking to fellow 
practitioners of holism or in speaking with conventional medical physicians. 
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2. On the Pivotal Cognitive Skill of Medical Practice: Diagnosis 

The pivotal cognitive skill of any practicing physician is diagnosis. If diagnosis is correct, treatment 
should be standard operating procedure. 

For this reason, no effort should be spared to learn and sharpen correct diagnostic skills and the exact 
system of diagnosis as it is taught performed at the professional, hospital level. 

Fundamentally this means the Four Examinations: 
 

 Looking 
 Listening and smelling  
 Questioning  
 Palpating 

So far, so good.  This is nothing new and no one reading this should be lost at this point.  But there are 
myriad practitioners who go years without actually clarifying and contextualizing these essentials skills 
so that they actually work as a system.  Each of these Four Examinations has an element of insight that is 
best learned from a mentor or other high-level professional.   

Everyone has heard the saying, ‘practice makes perfect.’   

But this is erroneous.  Practice doesn’t make anything perfect if your practice is incorrect. 

The truth about practice is that: ‘Practice makes Permanent!’ Do something wrong for 10-15 years and it 
is still wrong. 

Looking and listening can be done rapidly and without much interaction. 

These two lend themselves to an instantaneous narrowing of the patient’s possible presenting patterns.  

Nonetheless, your diagnostic information will likely be somewhat limited an inconclusive. 

Of the Four Examinations, questioning and palpating are far the most costly and difficult to learn and get 
right. 

Palpating generally means palpating the body; but it also means palpating the pulse on the radial artery 
at the styloid process. 

Contrary to the belief of many practitioners, pulse examination is less a tactile issue than a labeling and 
memorization issue. 

Manfred Porkert was one of the first to write about this topic and said roughly,  

‘The problem is not that students cannot feel what must be felt.  

No student should attempt pulse diagnosis unless and until s/he has previously absorbed all 
pertinent information and especially the pulse iconography (viz. the word for word definitions 
of the 28 pulses).  
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You cannot feel the pulse that you cannot remember at the time 
of feeling it (i.e. it is not a tactile issue, it is a labeling issue) 

Inability to label the feeling correctly means that the practitioner 
cannot correlate the diagnostic signs / symptoms with the 
treatment principles and treatment plan.’ (1) 

I agree absolutely. 

Practitioners who fail to learn the technically correct, exact and word 
for word definitions of the 28 pulses cannot employ a logical system 
and correlate this piece of evidence in its proper context. 

In professional, hospital-quality holism, the pulse is only used to 
confirm or deny a diagnostic hypothesis of patterns. 

Learn the pulse images and the patho-mechanisms that give rise to 
those images and you will find that the system works. 

 

3. 10 types of pattern discrimination 

1. 8 principle 
2. 5 phase 
3. Viscera and bowel 
4. Qi and blood 
5. Fluid and humor 
6. Channel and network vessel 
7. Disease cause 
8. 6 Division 
9. 4 Stage 
10. 3 Burner 

 

The bane of conventional medicine is disease treatment. The boon of 
professional quality holism is treatment based on pattern 
discrimination. This is the whole crux of integration in medicine. 

There is an absurd debate within Chinese medical Society in North 
America about being either a TCM or a ‘5 element’ practitioner (which is not even the correct translation 
since the actual word is phase – i.e. something in dynamic transformation not an ‘element’ which 
connotes a fixed and static entity). 

Any hospital quality physician must be aware that the Five Phases are only one of the ten types of pattern 
discrimination. 

Practitioner Note: 

Doctor Joseph Helms, MD –
who is a proponent of the ‘5 
element’ school – points out 
critically that modern TCM 
was a construct of the 
Communist revolution and 
that TCM is really only about 
‘8 principles’ and thus suited 
to treating with herbal and 
internal medicine. 

His further observation is that 
this Communist version of 
Classical Chinese medicine 
is really just a watered down 
version of ‘the good stuff’ 
intended to treat the masses. 

No doubt modern TCM was 
designed to treat the masses. 
How can such an evolution 
be anything but pragmatically 
useful in the 21st century? 

But the observation that the 
Communists did away with all 
the ‘good stuff’ is, of course, 
the exact fallacy exposed buy 
Unschuld, Flaws, Porkert and 
other sinologists of note. 

This common 
misapprehension again 
highlights the essential 
importance of correct thinking 
about holism. 
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So really, no such dichotomy exists. Five Phase pattern discrimination is neither more nor less important 
than any other type of pattern discrimination. 

Practitioners who reify the ‘5 elements’ as being better for treating emotions and spirit diseases have 
failed utterly either to clarify the concept of ‘spirit’ in holism (which at the professional level has nothing 
to do with anything spiritual); or to move into a model of holism that contains and employs the full range 
of diagnostic criteria.  Such low-level practice and misunderstanding cannot result in proper and 
professional clinical outcomes. 

Of these ten types of patterns, three are self-contained systems. But the first 7 in the list above can be 
mixed and matched in whatever way is appropriate in order to arrive at the most accurate description of 
a patient’s presenting condition. 

The tremendous benefit of this methodology is that – done correctly – the patient receives treatment for 
exactly his or her presenting condition and does not receive unnecessary treatment for anything 
unrelated to their patterns of signs and symptoms.  

“The most effective way of doing Chinese medicine is based on pattern. . .  is by pattern 
discrimination.  That’s (the) safest . . . (you’re) least likely to have a side effect.  When you 
prescribe something according to the pattern, you’re actually prescribing it for that 
individual patient’s personal needs.  That’s why Chinese medicine is safe.  That’s why it’s 
holistic.  That’s why it has no side-effects. . . The whole benefit of Chinese medicine is that 
we have this fantastically, brilliant prescriptive methodology. . . . The important thing 
about Chinese medicine is the prescriptive methodology. . . It’s not the medicine, it’s 
the theory . . . what’s important about Chinese medicine . . . is how we prescribe 
things.”  (Bob Flaws: from a lecture on Chinese Internal Medicine, Blue Poppy Distance 
Learning)  
  
“the signs and symptoms which make up a disease are always less in number than the total 
signs and symptoms of a patient’s Chinese medical pattern.” (from an online article by Bob 
Flaws on Chinese Pattern Discrimination) 
 
“what makes our (TCM) treatments safe and effective (is) they take into account the 
patient’s whole situation, not just the disease diagnosis.”  (ibid.) 
 
“If Western MDs were to adopt this pattern based prescriptive methodology, it would truly 
revolutionize the practice of medicine.  This would be a radical systemic transformation 
and not just the adoption of so-called natural remedies.”  (ibid.) 
 
“basing of treatment on pattern discrimination is the defining characteristic of TCM as a 
particular style of Chinese medicine.” - Bob Flaws   

Sticking to the Point 
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4. Pathophysiology of liver-spleen disharmony 

Because the pattern of liver-spleen disharmony is the single most common pattern in chronic disease, it 
is worth making special effort to commit to memory an understanding of all the possible consequences of 
this dual-pattern. 

Liver disease is spleen disease; spleen disease is liver disease. 

The above statement of fact can easily be understood in conventional medical circles as well. From a 
functional (i.e. holistic point of view), the above statement is no more than an acknowledgement of the 
relationship between stress and immunity. 

The super-emphasis in professional-quality holism on digestion as the basis of immunity is no great leap 
of understanding for a conventional physician. The Peyers Patches in the gut constitute approximately 
70% of the lymph system. 

No one contests the fact that stress detrimentally affects digestion. This is the simple Five Phase 
relationship of ‘liver invading the spleen.’ 

But beyond acknowledging the commonality of this concept in both of the dominant medical systems, 
there is ‘hard cash’ clinical value to understanding exactly what patterns accompany and are birthed by 
this single, core pattern. 
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Liver –Spleen Disharmony 
 

Liver depression, Qi stagnation → 
Liver is Replete 

+ Spleen Qi Vacuity → Spleen 
is Vacuous  

i.e. Liver is replete, spleen is vacuous – this is mixed vacuity and repletion 
 

Unfulfilled Desire 

 
 

Liver Depression 
Qi Stagnation 

 Spleen Qi Vacuity  Blood Vacuity 

 
 

Yin 
Vacuity  

 Internal 
Wind 

 

Dampness  Kidney 
Yang 
Vacuity 

 Heart Qi Vacuity 
Lung Qi Vacuity 
Wei Qi Vacuity 

 
 

Liver 
Fire 

 Liver Yang 
Hyperactivity 

 Liver Depression 
Depressive Heat 

 
 

Internal 
Wind 

 Heart 
Fire 

 Internal 
Wind 

 Stomach 
Heat 

 Damp 
Heat 

 
 

Time  Time 

 
 

Stomach Yin 
Vacuity 

 Phlegm Heat 

 
 

Phlegm Harassing 
Heart/Lungs 

 

This schema is an orderly, practical mind-map for thinking about and working with the system of pattern 
discrimination. Simple though it may appear, there is profound clinical clarity in the understanding 
represented in the figure above. 

Memorization of the chart is essential; but understanding the various patho-mechanisms, statements of 
fact and inter-relationships that exist between organs, qi, blood and fluids is the gateway to high level 
clarity and thus consistently logical diagnosis and treatment plans with concomitant superior and 
consistent results. 
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The overwhelming majority of patients seeking medical care can be understood via this figure and its 
core, incipient pattern of liver-spleen disharmony. 

Consider liver-spleen disharmony as a kind of ‘top dead center’ or ‘zero-point’ and ‘magnetic north’ of 
your diagnostic compass. 

It is a starting point of reference, a point from which you can quickly and easily detect and determine the 
presence and patho-mechanisms of other presenting patterns. 

 

5. Patterns related to pain, stress, anxiety and depression (Spirit disease in professional-quality 
holism) 

Treatment of pain is an animal by itself in holism; but best results come from treating both the root and 
the branch in pain conditions. 

What are the main patho-mechanisms of pain? Obviously pain does not exist in isolation, apart from some 
mental-emotional aspect of illness. This is easy to understand and substantiate via holistic 
pathophysiology. 

For example: The most common, garden variety, pain complaint arises from simple qi stagnation. 

Where there is pain there is no free flow; where there is free flow there is no pain. 

But of course qi stagnation automatically implicates liver function; and the disease complaint of stress is 
nothing other than the patients subjective experience of liver-depression qi stagnation. 

A patient in pain is (by definition) stressed – i.e. she has an unfulfilled desire (the desire to be out of pain). 

Most lay-persons think of acupuncture as a pain therapy in this is not an accurate. 

However, the three most common accompanying mental-emotional diseases of stress, anxiety and 
depression are also the clear province of simple acupuncture treatment. 

Acupuncture is and should be the therapy of choice for PTSD, stress, depression, etc, precisely because 
the alternatives of drug therapy are so fraught with perilous iatrogenic consequences. 

These categories of complaints – pain, stress, anxiety and depression – are sufficient for you to make your 
build your practice.  So, learn how to treat them well and you cannot fail. 

What are the seven patterns related to stress? 
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Patterns Related to Stress: 
 

1. Liver depression Qi stagnation: 

2. Liver depression with depressive heat: 

3. Spleen Qi vacuity: 

4. Liver Blood – Kidney Yin 

5. Heart fire: 

6. Heart fire spilling-over to the Small Intestine/Bladder: 

7. Stomach heat: 

What are the 6 patterns related to anxiety?  

Patterns Related to Anxiety: 
 

1. Heart-spleen dual vacuity: 

2. Gallbladder-stomach disharmony: 

3. Heart Qi vacuity and Blood vacuity: 

4. Heart Blood stasis: 

5. Liver depression with phlegm fire: 

6. Yin vacuity with fire effulgence: 

What are the four most common patterns related to depression? 

Patterns Related to Depression: 

1. Liver depression with phlegm fire: 

2. Heart-Spleen dual vacuity: 

3.  Liver Blood – Kidney Yin vacuity: 

4. Yin vacuity with fire effulgence: 

 

How you think about all the above matters. 
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6. The 10 to 20 Most Common Patterns in Chronic Disease and their Acupuncture an Internal 
Medicine Treatment Protocols 

Ten Most Common Patterns in Chronic Disease  
 
1. Liver depression qi stagnation 
2. Spleen qi vacuity 
3. Liver blood, kidney yin vacuity 
4. Spleen qi, kidney yang dual vacuity 
5. Phlegm-damp 
6. Blood stasis 
7. Depressive-heat 
8. Phlegm-heat 
9. Damp-heat 
10. Vacuity-heat 
 

If you broke all patients with chronic disease down to a core group of 
patterns, the overwhelming majority would fall into a pool of perhaps 
10 to 20 most common patterns. 

Furthermore, you would still be able to extrapolate any accompanying 
patterns for the small percentage of patients who fall outside of this 
core group. 

Knowing the signs and symptoms of this core group of patterns and 
memorizing the precise acupuncture and internal medicine treatment 
protocols will transform your confidence and allow you to consistently 
deliver outstanding clinical results. 

Remember that mainstream medicine is in a quandary largely because 
21st century healthcare is primarily a battle to manage chronic disease. 

Your leverage in marketing to a hospital (and in clinical practice once 
you are established) is your ability to manage that mainstream 
physicians cannot and don't want to deal with. 

Played right and done correctly this inherit ability within holistic 
medicine to manage chronic disease can attract great attention and 
produce head-turning results. 

Practitioner Note: 

In private practice, many 
practitioners make the 
mistake of trying to do too 
much in one treatment. 

Remember that acupuncture 
works best when it is done 
frequently and regularly. For 
best results, keep treatments 
brief and use an average of 
4-8 needles – maximum. 

Get a response and move on. 
Too many acupuncturists 
don't even look for a needle 
response and others are far 
too wimpy in dealing with 
patients. 

Do what you know will 
produce the correct results 
and benefits and don't worry 
about losing a patient here or 
there because your level of 
stimulation was too intense. 

Am I saying to be brutal? No. 
But let your patients know 
they have had a hospital-
quality treatment and don't let 
them off easy. 

Get a response with every 

needle! 
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7. Richard Tan, Master Tong and Microsystems 

Far too many private practitioners rely over-much on this or that 
system. For example, many of the community acupuncture network 
folks swear by Richard Tan’s work. 

But if you think logically, Tan’s system of contra-lateral and ipsa-
lateral (same side opposite limb) acupuncture is really best suited 
for pain in the channels. 

Of course it is important to know how to treat channel pain; but 
obviously such a system is not sufficient by itself. 

Auricular Therapy and Sooji Hand Therapy or scalp acupuncture 
are all excellent microsystems. 

But my advice is to use them the way you use spices in a stew. 

They should not and cannot take the place of the meat and 
vegetables of needling major points on the body. 

Except in unusual circumstances microsystems should not 
generally be stand-alone treatments. (Situations like stroke or 
phantom limb pain for rehab from serious injury would be 
legitimate exceptions.) 

Microsystems can, of course, be a great way to enhance the efficacy 
of the major points on the body. 

But beware of over-reliance on microsystems (or anyone else's 
system for that matter). 

 

 
8. Eight Extraordinary Vessel treatments 

The Eight Extraordinary Vessels are both a system and an important concept; and in treating these 
primordial reservoirs of qi and blood, it is generally agreed that you ‘open’ on the left in men and ‘close’ 
on the right.  The exact opposite is considered correct in treating women. 

This cross-body treatment method works well for many combinations of points. 

In my mind, it is well worth studying and using the knowledge and treatment of the extraordinary vessels 
in many (most?) patients. 

Practitioner Note: 

The single most reliable 
element of effective 
acupuncture is to get a 
solid, heavy sensation with 
as much intensity and 
duration as the patient can 
reasonably endure – even if 
the patient must become 
accustomed to this feeling 
and phenomenon. 

‘Treat ‘em rough and 
make ‘em like it.’  

This is a good slogan for the 
hospital-based professional. 

The qi sensation is the 
therapeutic benefit. A good 
rule of thumb is: 

If you're going to needle it, 
get a response.  If you're 
not going to get a 
response, don't needle it. 

Simple. 
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This can be done with great facility once you become thoroughly steeped in the theory and have made 
yourself familiar with the signs and symptoms which reveal and indicate specific Eight Extraordinary 
Vessel imbalances. 

 

9. Ten Stem Theory 

The real value of understanding the so called ‘Ten Stems’ (a combining of Five Phases and Eight 
Principles) lies in the utterly clarity this progression reveals at the various stages of life and the general 
underling imbalances that emerge during those stages in the vast majority of patients from cradle to 
grave. 

In other words, via Ten Stem Theory, you can understand the serious age-related patho-mechanisms. 

In professional-quality Chinese medicine, it is said that (with regard to diagnosis):  

Looking is god-like. 

What this means is that diagnosis at a glance is the epitome of high-level understanding and skill.   

Once you understand Ten Stem Theory and the progression of imbalances which prevail through the 
course of life, this capacity to diagnose at a glance is really not so far-fetched even if it is not easy. 

What Ten Stem Theory will do is it will save you time in clinic and make your outcomes better; and it will 
also give you tremendous credibility with your patients (who will swear that you possess magical 
abilities to read them and their condition with minimal questioning, interaction reliance on other 
diagnostic criteria).  
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