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Research: Characterization of the "Deqi" Re-
sponse in Acupuncture. 
06/11/2007 -  

BACKGROUND: Acupuncture stimulation 
elicits deqi, a composite of unique sensa-
tions that is essential for clinical efficacy 
according to traditional Chinese medicine 
(TCM). There is lack of adequate experi-
mental data to indicate what sensations 
comprise deqi, their prevalence and inten-
sity, their relationship to acupoints, how 
they compare with conventional somato-
sensory or noxious response. The objec-
tive of this study is to provide scientific 
evidence on these issues and to charac-
terize the nature of the deqi phenomenon 
in terms of the prevalence of sensations 
as well as the uniqueness of the sensa-
tions underlying the deqi experience. 

METHODS: Manual acupuncture was 
performed at LI4, ST36 and LV3 on the 
extremities in randomized order during 
fMRI in 42 acupuncture naive healthy 
adult volunteers. Non-invasive tactile 
stimulation was delivered to the acupoints 
by gentle tapping with a von Frey mono-
filament prior to acupuncture to serve as a 
sensory control. At the end of each proce-
dure, the subject was asked if each of the 
sensations listed in a questionnaire or any 
other sensations occurred during stimula-
tion, and if present to rate its intensity on a 
numerical scale of 1-10. Statistical analy-
sis including paired t-test, analysis of vari-
ance, Spearman's correlation and Fisher's 
exact test were performed to compare 
responses between acupuncture and sen-
sory stimulation. 

RESULTS: The deqi response was elic-
ited in 71% of the acupuncture procedures 
compared with 24% for tactile stimulation 
when thresholded at a minimum total 
score of 3 for all the sensations. The fre-
quency and intensity of individual sensa-
tions were significantly higher in acupunc-
ture. Among the sensations typically asso-

ciated with deqi, aching, soreness and 
pressure were most common, followed by 
tingling, numbness, dull pain, heaviness, 
warmth, fullness and coolness. Sharp pain 
of brief duration that occurred in occasional 
subjects was regarded as inadvertent nox-
ious stimulation. The most significant differ-
ences in the deqi sensations between acu-
puncture and tactile stimulation control 
were observed with aching, soreness, 
pressure and dull pain. Consistent with its 
prominent role in TCM, LI4 showed the 
most prominent response, the largest num-
ber of sensations as well as the most 
marked difference in the frequency and 
intensity of aching, soreness and dull pain 
between acupuncture and tactile stimula-
tion control. Interestingly, the dull pain gen-
erally preceded or occurred in the absence 
of sharp pain in contrast to reports in the 
pain literature. An approach to summarize 
a sensation profile, called the deqi com-
posite, is proposed and applied to explain 
differences in deqi among acupoints. 

CONCLUSION: The complex pattern of 
sensations in the deqi response suggests 
involvement of a wide spectrum of myeli-
nated and unmyelinated nerve fibers, par-
ticularly the slower conducting fibers in the 
tendinomuscular layers. The study pro-
vides scientific data on the characteristics 
of the 'deqi' response in acupuncture and 
its association with distinct nerve fibers. 
The findings are clinically relevant and 
consistent with modern concepts in neuro-
physiology. They can provide a foundation 
for future studies on the deqi phenomenon. 

Author(s): Hui KK, Nixon EE, Vangel MG, 
Liu J, Marina O, Napadow V, Hodge SM, 
Rosen BR, Makris N, Kennedy DN. 
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Brisbane - Heart Attack & Heart Failure 

Contact: on 03 9375 7311 or ausmed@ausmed.com.au 

This is a multi-day event ending on the 07/12 

 

Brisbane - Acute and Chronic Pain Management  

Contact: on 03 9375 7311 or ausmed@ausmed.com.au 

This is a multi-day event ending on the 11/12 
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For detailed information on any of these events or if you would like to add your 
own event to our calendar for free, visit us online at the following address. 

www.acupuncture.com.au/events 


