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Acupuncture: a reference for referring clinicians
What the evidence supports, who is qualified in California, and how referral works.

WHAT IT IS

Stimulation of defined body points with pre-

sterilized, single-use filiform needles to treat and

manage disease — one modality within a

comprehensive system of medicine that also

includes herbal medicine, cupping, manual therapy

and nutrition.

IDENTIFIED MECHANISMS OF ACTION

Release of endorphins, enkephalins, dynorphins,

dopamine, GABA and serotonin; modulation of

nociceptive signaling via Aδ, Aβ and C fibers; and

altered central processing at neocortical, limbic and

brainstem levels. It shifts autonomic balance toward

parasympathetic activity and can initiate the

cholinergic anti-inflammatory pathway, suppressing

TNF and other pro-inflammatory cytokines. About

80% of acupuncture sites lie in intermuscular or

intramuscular connective tissue, perforating the

superficial fascia.

ITS PLACE IN THE HEALTH CARE SYSTEM

Comparative literature review finds strong positive

or promising evidence across more than 45

conditions. It is safe and cost-effective when

delivered by a qualified provider. It is offered in

integrative settings across research hospitals,

including the Mayo Clinic, Kaiser and other HMOs,

and VA hospitals.

WHO IS QUALIFIED IN CALIFORNIA

A licensed acupuncturist (L.Ac.) completes a minimum 3,000-hour

Board-approved program, passes the California Acupuncture

Licensing Examination, and completes 50 hours of continuing

education every two years.

WHAT THAT TRAINING COVERS

950 hours of supervised clinical training; Clean Needle Technique

certification; biomedical coursework, including anatomy and

pathophysiology; contraindications of needle depth and angle by

anatomical region; and herbal medicine training that equips the

practitioner to anticipate and prevent herb–drug interaction.

READING THE CREDENTIAL

L.Ac. is the California licensure title. D.Ac. or DACM denotes a first

professional doctorate, DAOM a postgraduate doctorate. Dipl. OM /

AC / CH denotes NCBAHM board certification, not a California

license in itself. Verify any name at search.dca.ca.gov.

COVERAGE

Acupuncture is covered under California workers’ compensation

through the Division of Workers’ Compensation treatment

schedule, and by the Veterans Health Administration, which

employs licensed acupuncturists directly. Medicare first covered

acupuncture in 2020, for chronic low back pain only. California

restored acupuncture as a Medi-Cal benefit in 2016; it has been

proposed for elimination in several budget cycles since. A growing

number of commercial plans cover it, with wide variation.

SCOPE OF PRACTICE IN CALIFORNIA

Inserting needles for therapeutic purposes is the practice of acupuncture. It is within the scope of a licensed

acupuncturist and of a physician or surgeon (MD or DO). It is not within the scope of practice of physical therapists,

chiropractors or athletic trainers in California, and neither is dry needling, which uses the same needles at the same

points. See CSOMA’s dry needling fact sheet at csomaonline.org/advocacy.

Refer to a California licensed acupuncturist
CSOMA’s Find a Practitioner directory lists licensed acupuncturists

across California.

csomaonline.org/find-a-practitioner
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