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Acupotomy can be defined as a treatment 
method using a needle with fl at knife at the tip, seeking 
both the effects of acupuncture and microinvasive 
operation.(1) It originates from the "nine classical of 
needles" from the era of Huangdi's Internal Classic 
(黄帝内经, Huang Di Nei Jing), and became of a popular 
use since 1980.(2) Since then, the treatment has been 
used in various diseases including chronic neck pain, 
knee osteoarthritis, plantar fasciitis, and scoliosis.(3-6) 

Although most of these studies used similar 
needles and treatment procedures, there seems to 
be a strong discordance among the authors on its 
terminology. It varies from acupotomy, miniscalpel 
needle to needle-knife depending on the author. 
Ambiguity on its definition, confusion in academic 
exchanges and absence in the glossary of Chinese 
medicine calls for standardization.(7) In this context, 
discussion of standardization on "knife needles" has 

been proposed in the International Organization for 
Standardization/Technical Committee 249 (ISO/TC 
249) international standards of Chinese medicine, 
however, no agreement has been reached.(8)

In the future, researches on acupotomy are 
expected to increase, therefore the standardization of 
these terms is essential for expeditious development 
of acupotomy and reduction of confusion among 
researchers. In this paper, we investigated the current 
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usage of terminologies related to acupotomy through 
systematic search and analyzed the pros and cons of 
each term to propose a terminology standardization of 
acupotomy.

METHODS

Candidate Terminologies
Prior to searching for related studies, 10 candidate 

terminologies including acupotome, acupotomlogy, 
acupotomy, needle knife, needle scalpel, miniscalpel 
acupuncture, miniscalpel needle, stiletto needle, sword 
like needle, and Xiaozhendao have been chosen, through 
review of existing studies on acupotomy and discussion of 
researchers in this study.(9-11)

Literature Search
In order to investigate the usage of terminologies 

related to acupotomy, we searched 7 medical journal 
databases using the candidate terminologies as 
searching terms including PubMed, EMBASE, Cochrane 
Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL), China 
National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), Oriental 
Medicine Advanced Searching Integrated System 
(OASIS), KoreaMed, and Korean studies Information 
Service System (KISS). All studies published from 
their inception to July 26, 2017 were collected. Articles 
were included if the title stated one of the 10 candidate 
terminologies consistent with the defi nition of acupotomy. 
Korean and Chinese papers were screened with English 
subtitles and papers without the subtitles were excluded.

Study Selection and Data Analysis
Two researchers independently screened the 

titles and abstracts of searched articles after excluding 
duplications, to determine whether they met the 
inclusion criteria. Any discrepancy was resolved 
through discussion with the third researchers. Since 
this search was conducted to investigate the usage 
of terminologies, the risk of bias for the study was not 
assessed and did not limit the format of the study. 
For objective comparison through quantification, the 
frequency and consistency of each terminology were 
calculated as follows: (1) frequency = the number of 
articles using the terminology in a meaning consistent 
with the definition of acupotomy/the number of articles 
using one of all terminologies in a meaning consistent 
with the definition of acupotomy and (2) consistency = 
the number of articles using the terminology in a meaning 
consistent with the defi nition of acupotomy/the number of 
articles using the terminology irrespective of accordance 
with the acupotomy defi nition.

RESULTS

After excluding duplications, a total of 387 
articles were found in English databases, 1,138 in 
Chinese database, and 61 in Korean databases. 
Among them, 112 studies in English databases, 1,129 
studies in Chinese database, and 44 studies in Korean 
databases used one of the candidate terminologies in 
a meaning consistent with the defi nition of acupotomy. 
The frequency and consistency of the terminologies in 
each language databases are shown in Table 1.

DISCUSSION

This preliminary research was performed to 
investigate the current use of terminologies related to 

Table 1. Frequency and Consistency of Each Candidate Terminology from 
Medical Databases (accessed to July 26, 2017)

Terminology
English   databases Chinese database Korean databases

Frequency (No, %) Consistency (No, %) Frequency (No,%) Consistency (No,%) Frequency (No,%) Consistency (No,%)

Acupotome   4/112 (3.57)   4/4 (100.00)   79/1129 (7.00)   79/79 (100.00) – –

Acupotomology 12/112 (10.71) 12/12 (100.00) 110/1129 (9.74) 110/110 (100.00) – –

Acupotomy 33/112 (29.46) 33/33 (100.00) 548/1129 (48.54) 548/548 (100.00) 40/44 (90.90) 40/40 (100)

Needle knife 40/112 (35.71) 40/314 (12.74) 335/1129 (29.67) 335/344 (97.38) –   0/17 (0)

Needle scalpel 10/112 (8.93) 10/11 (90.90)   42/1129 (3.72)   42/42 (100.00) – –

Miniscalpel acupuncture – – – –   4/44 (9.09)   4/4 (100)

Miniscalpel needle   8/112 (7.14)   8/8 (100.00)     1/1129 (0.09)     1/1 (100.00) – –

Stiletto needle   3/112 (2.68)   3/3 (100.00)   11/1129 (0.97)   11/11 (100.00) – –

Sword like needle   2/112 (1.79)   2/2 (100.00)     1/1129 (0.09)     1/1 (100.00) – –

Xiaozhendao – –     2/1129 (0.18)     2/2 (100.00) – –

Notes: The medical databases include 3 English databases (PubMed, EMBASE, Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials), 
1 Chinese database (China National Knowledge Infrastructure), and 3 Korea databases (Oriental Medicine Advanced Searching Integrated 
System, KoreaMed, and Korean studies Information Service System).
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acupotomy. Firstly, we have chosen the 10 candidate 
terminologies through review on existing researches 
and discussion among researchers in this review. 
The candidate terminologies we have chosen include 
"stiletto needles", or "sword like needles", and according 
to WHO International Standard Terminologies on 
Traditional Medicine, its defi nition is "an instrument like 
a double-edged sword used for drainage of pus, the 
same as a sword needle".(7) Given that acupotomy is 
developed from stiletto needle, one of the 9 classical 
of needles above, and is a combination of needle and 
knife which shows both the effects of acupuncture 
and microinvasive operation, acupotomy and stiletto 
needle should be considered to be in the same 
therapeutic category.(12) Gu, et al(13) reported that 
both of acupotomy and stiletto needle relieved pain 
through lowering local tension of soft tissues, although 
acupotomy stimulates deeper tissues than stiletto 
needle. Despite the slight difference in the instrument 
and procedures, incision range and indications are 
different to conventional surgical procedures and 
not limited to cytopathological approaches.(14) In this 
regard, we have chosen these terms as candidate 
terminologies to standardize acupotomy.

According to our analysis, the most frequently used 
terminologies were needle knife with 40 times (35.71%) in 
English databases, acupotomy with 548 times (48.54%) 
in China database, and acupotomy with 40 times (90.90%) 
in Korean databases. Overall, acupotomy was the most 
frequently used terminology, and the second one was 
needle knife. Other terminologies such as acupotomology, 
needle scalpel, miniscalpel acupuncture and miniscalpel 
needle were used within 10% of the searched literature. 
Acupotome, stiletto needle, sword like needle, and 
Xiaozhendao were rarely used.

Acupotomy is a synthesis of "Zhen" and "Dao", 
which refers to acupuncture and knife in Chinese, 
respectively. Kao, et al(15) translated it into an English 
terminology called acupotomy, a compound of 
acupuncture and -ectomy. Currently, acupotomy is the 
most commonly used terminology in medical journal 
databases. Moreover, as acupotomy is a newly-coined 
word created in the 1980s, the consistency of the 
terminology was 100% around the databases, which 
implies that it is reasonable for researchers to use this in 
formal terminology. However, acupotomy has limitations 
on the representativeness; referring only to the treatment 
tools and methods developed by ZHU Han-zhang.(1) 

In contrast to needle knife and miniscalpel needle, it is 
diffi cult to understand the meaning of acupotomy when 
researchers encounter this terminology for the fi rst time.

The terminologies used with acupotomy include 
acupotome and acupotomology. Acupotomology is 
used at a fairly frequent rate of 10.71% in English 
databases and 9.74% in Chinese database. It 
is a synthesis of acupotomy and suffix -ology, 
which means -ology of acupotomy, and for this 
reason acupotomology is topically used for studies 
invest igat ing the academic characterist ics of 
acupotomy.(9) However, as in the case of Liu, et al,(16) 
acupotomology is often used to refer to a technique, 
so it is necessary to use it according to its definite 
defi nition.

Acupotome is rarely used of 3.57% in English 
databases and 7.00% in Chinese database. It is 
a synthesis of acupotomy and suffix -ome, which 
means things related to acupotomy, and is often 
used as a terminology referring mainly to the 
technique.(17) Acupotome and acupotomy do not 
appear to be significantly different in terms of 
meaning, and unifying them in one terminology seems 
to be needed to reduce confusion.

Needle knife is the next most commonly used 
terminology after acupotomy. It can be intuitively 
understood because it is a synthesis of needle and 
knife, and was used in both English and Chinese 
databases with a high frequency of 35.71% and 
29.67%, respectively. However, this terminology 
broadly overlaps with conventional surgical operations 
tools, especially in English databases, which involve 
extracting tissues using equipment combined with 
catheter or others.(18-20) This can be confi rmed by the 
fact that in the English databases, the consistency of 
needle knife was only 12.74%.

Miniscalpel needle or miniscalpel acupuncture 
is a compound of mini-scalpel, a form of surgical 
mess, and needle or acupuncture. They are clear and 
avoid misapprehensions with conventional surgical 
terminologies. Although these terminologies were 
used less frequently in English, Chinese, and Korean 
databases, considering the inclusiveness and clarity, 
they have some advantages. However, according to 
WHO International Standard Terminologies on Traditional 
Medicine, acupuncture can be regarded as a technique of 
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inserting needle.(7) Therefore the two terminologies need 
to be distinguished by technique and tool, respectively.

Stiletto needle can be considered as a belonging 
to same therapeutic category with acupotomy, 
as mentioned above, however this terminology is 
considered to be difficult to represent terminologies 
including acupotomy because of its very low frequency 
of use. Sword like needle also seems unreasonable to 
represent the terminologies for the same reason.

Xiaozhendao is a Chinese transcription, and 
consists of "Xiao", which means small, and "Zhendao", 
which means acupuncture with knife. This terminology 
is diffi cult to be accepted as a formal terminology as it 
can be understood only in the Chinese language, and 
even in China, its usage is very low at 0.18%.

We believe a debate on standardization of the 
terminology of acupotomy is necessary, and the following 
items should be considered: (1) organize an international 
group of experts on acupotomy; (2) application 
of consensus process like Delphi method, where 
international organizations such as ISO/TC 249 play an 
important role; (3) differentiation of indistinguishably used 
terminologies of equipment and technique; and (4) above 
all, precedence of precise defi nition on acupotomy.

In conclusion, this preliminary research can 
provide a basic outline for the standardization consensus 
process, and we believe it is noteworthy to discuss 
miniscalpel needle and miniscalpel acupuncture along 
with acupotomy and needle knife on the subject. We 
hope this issue will be discussed in coming future.

Confl ict of Interest
None.

Author Contributions
Yoon SH and Kwon CY designed the research and 

drafted the full text; Yoon SH, Kim YS, and Jo HG discussed 

the candidate terminologies; Kwon CY performed the literature 

search; Yoon SH and Kwon CY screened the articles, extracted 

and analyzed the data. All authors reviewed the manuscript.

REFERENCES
1. Zhu HZ. Summarization of acupotomology. System Engin Sci (Chin) 

2006;8:1-15. 

2. Wang QY, Zhuang LX. Inspiration of the development of acupotomy 

therapy to acupuncture and moxibustion science. Chin Acupunct 

Moxibust (Chin) 2012;32:481-483.

3. Li S, Shen T, Liang Y, Zhang Y, Bai B. Effects of miniscalpel-needle 

release on chronic neck pain: a retrospective analysis with 12-month 

follow-up. PloS One 2015;10:e0137033.

4. Lin M, Li X, Liang W, Liu J, Guo J, Zheng J, et al. Needle-knife therapy 

improves the clinical symptoms of knee osteoarthritis by inhibiting the 

expression of infl ammatory cytokines. Exp Ther Med 2014;7:835-842.

5. Li S, Shen T, Liang Y, Zhang Y, Bai B. Miniscalpel-needle versus 

steroid injection for plantar fasciitis: a randomized controlled trial 

with a 12-month follow-up. Evid-Based Complement Alternat Med 

2014;2014:164714.

6. Wei H, Xu JY, Jiang Z, Ye SL, Song HQ, Ning XT, et al. Effect of 

a traditional Chinese medicine combined therapy on adolescent 

idiopathic scoliosis: a randomized controlled trial. J Tradit Chin Med 

2015;35:514-519.

7. World Health Organization. WHO international standard terminologies 

on traditional medicine in the western pacifi c region 2007. Available at: 

http://www.wpro.who.int/publications/who_istrm_fi le.pdf?ua=1. Accessed 

May 10, 20173.

8. Liu YQ, Wang YX, Shi NN, Han XJ, Lu AP. Current situation of 

International Organization for Standardization/Technical Committee 

249 international standards of traditional Chinese medicine. Chin J 

Integr Med 2017;23:376-380. 

9. Zhang Y, Quan WC, Yin P, Li H, Jin F, Zeng GG, et al. Analysis 

on indications and dominant diseases of acupotomology. Chin 

Acupunct Moxibust (Chin) 2010;30:525-528.

10. Liu T, Peng YY, Zhu SP, Chen H, Li FY, Hong PX, et al. Effect of 

miniscalpel-needle on relieving the pain of myofascial pain syndrome: 

a systematic review. J Tradit Chin Med 2015;35: 613-619.

11. Jia L. The effect of acupotomy treatment of knee osteoarthritis: 

a systematic review and meta-analysis. Osteoarthritis Cartilage 

2017;25:215-216.

12. Zhang Y, Guo CQ. Acupotomology: returning to the ancients 

and innovation of acupuncture. Chin Acupunct Moxibust (Chin) 

2011;31:1111-1113.

13. Gu LJ, Li WH, Zhang B, Tang Y, Qin WK, Dong FH. Observation 

on the short term clinical curative effect of release with stiletto 

needle versus knife needle for treatment of early－middle knee 

osteoarthritis. J Tradit Chin Orthop Traum (Chin) 2016;28:30-34.

14. Qin WK, Zhao Y, Zhang K, Gu LJ, Fang W, Liu CY. Clinical 

evaluation of stiletto needle for pain of knee osteoarthritis. Chin 

Acupunct Moxibust (Chin) 2013;33:347-349.

15. Kao TK, Zhu H.  Cl in ica l  exper ience of  t reat ing chronic 

temporomandibular joint dysfunction by acupotomology. J Chin Med 

Assoc Acupunct (Chin) 2003;6:79-82. 

16. Liu FS, Zhang Y, Zhong DW, Guo CQ. Symbolmeta-analysis of 

acupotomology versus acupuncture for cervical spondylopathy. J Clin 

Rehabil Tissue Eng Res 2012;16:1622-1625.

17. Ji B, Guo CQ, Jin Y, Zhong DW, Chen YN, Guo MW. Effects 

of acupotome and electro-acupuncture on pain threshold and 

monoamine-neurotransmitters of central nerves in rats with knee 

osteoarthritis. Chin J Pathophysiol (Chin) 2010;6:12.

18. Pécsi D, Farkas N, Hegyi P, Balaskó M, Czimmer J, Garami A, et al. 

Transpancreatic sphincterotomy has a higher cannulation success 

rate than needle-knife precut papillotomy–a meta-analysis. Endoscopy 

2017;49(9):874-887.

19. Samanta J, Dhaka N, Sinha SK, Kochhar R. Endoscopic incisional 

therapy for benign esophageal strictures: technique and results. 

World J Gastrointest Endosc 2015;7:1318-1326.

20. Chen M, Shen B. Endoscopic therapy in Crohn's disease: principle, 

preparation, and technique. Infl amm Bowel Dis 2015;21:2222-2240.

(Accepted November 3, 2017; First Online October 17, 2018)
Edited by TIAN Lin


