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Hand Acupuncture and Vascular Injury
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The hand is a common site for acupuncture; but the needling of acupuncture points in the hand can result
in vascular injuries, nerve damage, and muscular fibrosis (Fig. 1)1,2.

To estimate the likelihood of vascular injury during hand acupuncture, we performed a prospective
observational magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) study. In 20 healthy adults, the most commonly chosen
acupuncture point, designated LI4 (Fig. 2a), on the dominant hand was outlined with an MRI marker (Fig. 2b).
With the subjects lying supine with their forearms in a neutral position, the hands were examined with MRI so
that the vascular structures under LI4 could be visually distinguished. Frontal MRIs were analyzed for the
relative positions between LI4 and the blood vessel underneath (Fig. 2c).

Because the locations of blood vessels can vary among individuals, MRIs showed that the first dorsal
metacarpal artery or vein was less than 1 cm beneath LI4 (Fig. 2c) in 4 of 20 subjects. Thus, this preliminary
investigation demonstrates a potential incidence of vascular injury of 20% during acupuncture of LI4.
Acupuncture is an invasive procedure and should be performed carefully, particularly for patients who are
being treated with anticoagulants or who have peripheral vascular diseases.
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Fig. 1 Postacupuncture hematomas and inflammation on the dorsum of the hand
Fig. 2 a: World Health Organization standardized acupuncture point LI4.

b: MRI marker placed on LI4.
c: Corresponding MRI of the Figure 2b, the “x” is the LI4 site that overlapped with the first dorsal
metacarpal vein underneath.
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