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Teishin Therapy for Common 

Psychological Complaints 

 

By Christian Nix, MA, LAc 

 

 

The overwhelming majority of US adults suffer some adverse health 

outcomes as a result of stress. The American Institute of Stress estimates that 75 to 

90% of all doctor visits are stress related. (1)  Stress is in the news, on the 

newsstand and in the collective consciousness of nearly all adults and is inextricable 

from the frenetic pace of modern life.  

 

As massage practitioners and body workers, no doubt one of the very best 

effects you afford your clientele is a blissful reprieve from stress. One need possess 

no special insight - theoretical or academic - in order to appreciate the way in which 

massage, of any kind, reduces stress.  But knowledge of the 

mechanism by which stress occurs and may be reduced is useful 

as it allows the practitioner more breadth and creativity, more 

lateral leeway and a greater range of possible therapeutic 

applications. This article will explain the key Chinese disease 

mechanisms which conspire to create stress.  

 

Chinese medicine is holistic medicine, par excellance. It has a literate history 

of 2500 years demonstrating a continual evolution of logic, the result of which is a 

supremely elegant system of logic - holistic logic. In the interest of unveiling this 

logic one must begin by addressing often overlooked question what is holism? 
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Holism is, as we all have heard, a system of medicine. Fine.  But it is more 

than that. Holism is a way of considering reality. What makes holism unique and 

distinct is that it is based on a belief that inner psychic reality reflects, corresponds 

to and influences outer, manifest, physical reality and vice versa. In other words, 

what a person is thinking or feeling has a definite and discernible connection to 

their physical reality of health and illness; likewise, what is happening in a person's 

physical environment, how a person treats and takes care of or abuses their body 

will affect what that person is thinking or feeling. This is holism in lay terms. 

 

Thus, understanding the TCM notion of stress, one must learn what physical 

organs and systems of the body correspond to the feelings we dub ‘stress.’ Once this 

is clear, various therapeutic approaches present as possible clinical applications. 

The subjective feeling of stress is understood as frustration over not getting one's 

own way – i.e unfulfilled desire.  In other words, if a person desires something and 

cannot have it, as is frequently the case in adulthood, then there is a subjective 

feeling of stress.  According to Chinese medical theory the organ most susceptible to 

the effects of unfulfilled desire is the liver. What is the liver's relationship to this 

emotional affect and how may one understand this mechanism? In TCM (Traditional 

Chinese Medicine), each organ owns a specific function. The task assigned to the 

liver is to maintain the free flow of qi. Qi is a slippery term in the US and requires 

more explanation than can be offered here.  However, the simple way to understand 

qi is that qi is responsible for function. All function in the body, psychological or 

physical, relies on qi. If qi is abundant and can move uninhibited, then emotions are 

smooth and physical health is good. When qi stagnates, emotions become erratic or 

explosive and likewise physical health will reflect pain, stiffness and in-balance. 

 

The relationship between unfulfilled desire, stress and the liver is as follows: 

all desire indicates and requires a movement of qi.  If one must check this desire 

then qi must be halted. The stopping of qi as it moves to fulfill a desire is what 

causes qi stagnation (qi zhi).  Thus the liver is micro-traumatized each time one 

cannot fulfill a desire. 
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Fortunately, reestablishing the free flow of qi and thereby disburdening the liver 

is one of the most reliable outcomes affected by any manual therapy. Manual 

therapies are also perhaps the safest, least-iatrogenic way to dis-inhibit the liver and 

free the flow of qi. Understanding this core mechanism is the key to more 

complicated diagnosis and treatment of other commonly presenting psychological 

conditions like anxiety and depression.  Since holistic Chinese medicine 

differentiates and treats patterns of imbalance, there are TCM patterns that are 

commonly associated with a disease complaint of stress.  The names of those 

patterns along with their professionally agreed upon signs and symptoms appear 

below. 

 

 

Patterns Related to Stress: 

 
 

1. Liver depression Qi stagnation: 
 Bowstring pulse; 
 Irritability; 
 Emotional depression, emotional outbursts; 
 PMS / dysmenorrhea; 
 Dark-hued tongue. 

 
2. Liver depression with depressive heat: 

 Bowstring and rapid pulse; 
 Dark-red tongue, inflated on the edges; 
 Marked irritability; 
 Bitter taste in the mouth (morning).  

 
 
3. Spleen Qi vacuity: 

 Fatigue - worse after meals; 
 Tendency to loose stools; 
 Cold hands and nose; 
 Orthostatic hypotension; 
 Craving for sweets; 
 Swollen tongue with teeth-marks on the edges 
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4. Liver Blood – Kidney Yin vacuity: 
 Vexatious heat in 5 hearts; 
 Insomnia, restless sleep; 
 Tidal fever; 
 Afternoon flush; 
 Dry mouth (afternoon); 
 Night sweating; 
 Blurred vision or night blindness; 
 Dizziness, tremors, contraction of muscles and sinews; 
 Numbness of limbs; 
 Fragile nails; 
 Rib-side pain; 
 Early, painful, scant, painful menstruation. 

 
5. Heart fire: 

 Red tongue tip with possible sores or sensitivity; 
 Anxiety and restlessness; 
 Insomnia; 
 Heart palpitations; 
 Rapid pulse. 

 
6. Heart fire spilling-over to the Small Intestine/Bladder. Same as above, plus: 

 Urinary frequency and urgency; 
 Short, choppy urination; 
 Burning, painful urination; 
 Dark urine. 

 
7. Stomach heat: 

 Large appetite with rapid hungering; 
 Red blemishes on the face; 
 Yellow tongue fur; 
 Bad breath. 

 

 

Manual therapies like acupuncture and massage are good choices for 

mitigating this mechanism that is the stress response.  When one feels stress, 

manual massage or acupuncture at specific points on the body release stuck qi and 

reestablish free-flow.  Thus stress is reduced and the patient feels the subjective 

feeling of ‘coming-down’ or of a release of non-essential tension.  The patient may 

sleep better, digest better, have a better appetite, report better elimination and will 

generally feel more empowered to manage their life and its challenges.  So all 
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pervasive is this mechanism of stress and so all encompassing its effects on health, 

that to simply remedy stress is to prevent and treat the widest array of possible 

conditions and complications.   

 

One therapy deserves mention in the battle to keep stress at bay.  Teishin 

therapy is a wonderful ‘in-between’ for treating stress.  Teishin is ultra-focused 

acupressure and has marvelous effects on managing the stress response.  With 

teishin therapy, there is no penetration of the skin; thus there is no issue of 

regulation or sanitation.  Teishin can be applied to the body – the regular meridian 

channel points – or to areas like the ear and scalp which have strong and immediate 

effects on the nervous system (over-excited as it is in patients with considerable 

stress).   

 

Teishin is an ‘in-between’ because it provides many of the same beneficial 

effects of acupuncture, yet is safe and legal for use by massage practitioners.  It also 

obviates the whole ‘does acupuncture hurt’ phobia which makes acupuncture 

practice in North America so difficult.  Teishin protocols for treating stress, anxiety 

and depression are dirt-simple and quick.  This means that treatment can be made 

more affordable.  I typically lower my fees, tell patients I need to see them several 

times a week and deliver 10-20 minute stress relief on a more-than-is-usual basis 

simply because I can get results so quickly and need not charge for extended 

treatment time.   

 

Treatment of stress, anxiety and depression with teishin is a no-brainer.  A 

typical treatment protocol might include body points as well as 3 to 5 ear points and 

perhaps a point or two on the scalp.  Stimulation is applied until the patient shows a 

bodily reaction, usually between 6-10 seconds.  This is important.  It is not enough 

that the practitioner ask if the patient ‘feels something.’  Too ambiguous.  When I 

treat with teishin (or needles) I always seek an involuntary response by the patient.  

One need not be brutal as this will only diminish traffic to your practice.  However, it 

is essential that the patient show a bodily response and not merely report calmly 
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that they are feeling your stimulation.  When the body responds involuntarily, there 

is a shift in the nervous system.  Such involuntary response indicates that the body 

has been shocked out of its habitual fight or flight mode and back into something 

more sustainably parasympathetic.   

 

Below is the standard treatment protocol I employ for the ubiquitous pattern 

of liver depression qi stagnation.  I may use some of these points but never all 

together at one time.  Such ‘shotgun’ therapy negates the motif of quick results.  

 
Liv3 Tai Chong Frees the flow of liver Qi 
LI 4 Hegu Frees the flow of the channels 
GB34 Yang Ling Quan Harmonizes and disinhibits the Liver, fortifies the 

Spleen 
LI11 Quchi 
P6 Neiguan 
TW6 Zhi Gou  
TW10 Tian Jing 
Ren17 Dan Zhong 
Liv14 Qi Men 

Harmonizes Qi and blood, rectifies lung Qi 
Rectifies the Qi 
Courses the liver and rectifies the Qi 
Rectifies the Qi of the Triple Warmer channel 
Upbears Spleen Qi, resolves depression 
Courses the Liver, Frees the channels and moves 
phlegm 

 

 In treating the ear, several points are considered essential and reliable to alleviate 

signs and symptoms associated with stress.  I like: 

 

 Endocrine point – treats the nervous and endocrine function and is nearly 

always tender in adults 

 Point zero – corresponds to the area of the diaphragm and unblocks the 

epigastrium and relieves fullness in the chest and pressure on the heart 

 Brain point – strongly regulates and calms the area or the nervous system 

that is at the base of the brain.  This area is where the hippocampus and 

thalamus are located.  These master glands control many of the physiological 

responses and stimulating this point helps to snap them out of their over-

drive mode. 
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 Sympathetic point – this point specifically dilates the blood vessels and thus 

brings relaxation to the entire circulatory and nervous systems.    

 Liver point/area – this part of the ear is nearly always tender in stressed 

adults and has a dramatic effect in reducing muscular tension. 

 

Part two 

Part one of this article gave an explanation of holism and the metaphor by 

which stress may be understood via holistic Chinese medicine. This second part 

explains how the core mechanism of stress - i.e. qi stagnation - can result in the 

clinical signs and symptoms of anxiety and/or depression.   

 

Holistic Chinese medicine is primarily based on the treatment and re-

balancing of patterns of imbalance. The pattern of imbalance most closely associated 

with the Western disease of stress is liver depression qi stagnation. (gan yu qi zhi) 

 

By its nature, holistic reality is concerned with patterns and relationships. To 

extrapolate out the way in which stress gives rise to anxiety and depression one 

must understand the relationships between the liver and other key organs as well as 

a few characteristics of qi and blood in TCM (Traditional Chinese Medicine). The 

liver bears a close relationship with the spleen. In the West one hears of the stress - 

immunity axis. This is not far from a Chinese medical understanding; but there are 

specific points that need clarification in order to arrive at the relationship between 

stress anxiety and depression. 

 

When qi becomes stagnant, the liver becomes depressed (note: do not 

confuse the concept of depression in the liver with psychiatric depression. These are 

akin but not the same). The next organ affected is said to be the spleen. Imagine the 

qi stuck in the liver has to have some place to go, some escape or release valve and, 

unable to contain this excess, the liver releases qi in a mad stampede which 

tramples the spleen in order to escape its captivity. Damaged by this, the spleen is 
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less able to perform its function.  What are the functions of the spleen according to 

holistic Chinese medicine?  The spleen plays a pivotal role in the health of the 

individual according to TCM. The spleen is assigned that essential tasks of producing 

qi from food and drink, building or producing blood as well as transforming and 

distributing its produce throughout the body. When the spleen is attacked by the 

liver, any and all of these functions suffer.  Thus, stress easily leads to a lack of qi 

and/or blood, the result of a week spleen. When blood production declines from a 

weak in spleen, the resulting lack of blood is what underlies the feeling of doom 

which characterizes anxiety. The blood produced by the spleen is supposed to 

nourish the heart. When this blood is insufficient, many of the patient's signs and 

symptoms of distress appear associated with the heart-function (see table).   

 

Patterns Related to Anxiety: 

 

1. Heart-spleen dual vacuity: 
 Fatigue; 
 Heart palpitations insomnia; 
 Poor memory; 
 Pale, swollen tongue with teeth-marks;  
 Moderate pulse 

2. Gallbladder-stomach disharmony: 
 Plum-pit Qi; 
 Profuse phlegm;  
 Waking in the middle of the night with nightmares or anxiety; 
 Heart palpitations; 
 Burning epigastrium; 
 Slippery, bowstring pulse. 

 

3. Heart Qi vacuity and Blood vacuity: 
 Palpitations; 
 Anxiety and restlessness, easy fright; 
 Shortness of breath; 
 Insomnia; 
 Lassitude of Spirit; 
 Fine, weak, pulse especially in the left inch; 
 Dai Mai pulse; 
 Pale tongue. 
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4. Heart Blood stasis: 
 Chest pain; 
 Cyanosis of lips and face; 
 Lancinating pain ; 
 Internal heat and oppression; 
 Vexation and possible heart palpitations; 
 Inability to sleep lying down, unquiet sleep; 
 Tension, agitation, easy anger ; 
 Tidal fever; 
 Dark red tongue, possible macules; 
 Choppy, bowstring or tight pulse. 

 

5. Liver depression with phlegm fire. Same as Liver depression plus: 
 Plum pit Qi; 
 Post nasal drip or profusion of phlegm from any orifice; 
 Phlegm nodules, swollen glands; 
 Obesity; 
 Oily skin; 
 Mental abstraction, depression; 
 Fat, enlarged tongue with slimy or powdery fur; 
 Slippery, bowstring or moderate pulse; 
 Marked signs of heat. 

 

6. Yin vacuity with fire effulgence: 
 Night sweats; 
 Tidal fever; 
 Heat in the Five Hearts; 
 Premature ejaculation, increased libido; 
 Heart palpitations; 
 Malar flush; 
 Dizziness; 
 Tinnitus; 
 Polyuria; 
 Dry throat and cough; 
 Possible sore throat; 
 Red tongue with scanty yellow fur or no fur; 
 Fine, rapid or slippery, floating or surging pulse (especially surging in the 

inch). 
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To arrive at an understanding of how stress leads to depression one may 

further realize how useful and empowering holistic metaphors can be. When qi 

accumulates, it builds up, not unlike a crowded room at a meeting or party.  Qi is 

potential function. When a lot of potential function is stuck in one place with 

nowhere to go, it manifests as heat. Heat in the body is just like heat in nature, it 

goes up.  This heat that is the result of an overabundance of qi in the liver rises to 

affect the upper portion of the body and the thoracic organs of the heart and lungs.  

When heat assails the heart, there is agitation and insomnia. Heat also results in a 

drying up of essential fluids - yin. This drying up of yin - fluids results in more heat 

since the purpose of yin is as water used to cool off and douse fire - yang.  

 

When this spleen cannot transform ingested food and fluids into useful 

substances (qi and blood), the result is an excess of fluids, which are referred to as 

dampness. The most common sign of this evil dampness is adipose tissue or fat. 

Thus, in anxiety there is often an aspect of dampness which complicates treatment. 

Manual therapies are outstanding for treating stress and returning the free flow of 

qi.  Conditions of dampness inevitably involve dietary considerations. When 

dampness accumulates due to a weak spleen, it tends - as in nature - to seek the 

lowest point – i.e. dampness pours downward to the lower part of the body. What 

makes conditions like depression so hard to resolve is that there are concomitant 

and diametrically opposing factors which must be remedied simultaneously. What 

happens when dampness, which goes down, and heat, which goes up, collide? The 

answer is that heat drafts dampness up-ward to the upper body where it sticks and 

blocks the flow of qi and blood to the head and heart.  This is called phlegm. Hence 

there is an underlying probability of phlegm and heat in many cases of depression.  
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Patterns Related to Depression: 

1. Liver depression qi stagnation 
 bowstring pulse 
 irritability 
 emotional depression, emotional outbursts 
 PMS / dysmenorrhea 
 Dark-hued tongue 

2. Heart-Spleen dual vacuity: 
 Fatigue; 
 Heart palpitations, insomnia; 
 Poor memory; 
 Pale, swollen tongue with teeth-marks ; 
 Moderate pulse. 

3.  Liver Blood – Kidney Yin vacuity: 
 Vexation heat in Five Hearts; 
 Insomnia, restless sleep; 
 Tidal fever; 
 Afternoon flush; 
 Dry mouth (afternoon); 
 Night sweating; 
 Blurred vision or night blindness; 
 Dizziness, tremors, contraction of muscles and sinews; 
 Numbness of limbs; 
 Fragile nails; 
 Rib-side pain; 
 Early, painful, scant, painful menstruation; 
 Fine, bowstring possibly rapid pulse; 
 Red tongue with scanty fur or pale tongue with red tip. 

 

4.  Yin vacuity with fire effulgence  
 Night sweats; 
 Tidal fever; 
 Heat in the Five Hearts; 
 Premature ejaculation, increased libido; 
 Heart palpitations; 
 Malar flush; 
 Dizziness; 
 Tinnitus; 
 Polyuria; 
 Dry throat and cough; 
 Possible sore throat; 
 Red tongue with scanty yellow fur or no fur; 
 Fine, rapid or slippery, floating or surging pulse (especially surging in the 

inch). 
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The incredible gift of Chinese medical theory to the world of medicine is 

simply a brilliant system by which one may understand health and illness. In TCM 

stress, anxiety and depression exist on an imaginary continuum.  Working with the 

Chinese medical model, one can truly put common psychological complaints like 

stress, anxiety and depression to rest.  It is not the techniques of therapy but rather 

the system of holistic logic that makes for such clear and effective diagnosis and 

treatment of mind-body illness.  

 

Sources: 

 1. Time Magazine: http://www.stress.org/americas.htm  
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