‘:]Close—ups

A Patient’s Perspective

Needle Phobia: A Vasovagal
Response During Acupuncture

The editors of AFP wel-
come submissions for
Close-ups. Guidelines

for contributing to this
feature can be found in
the Authors’ Guide at
http://www.aafp.org/afp/
authors.

This series is coordinated
by Caroline Wellbery, MD,
Associate Deputy Editor,
with assistance from Amy
Crawford-Faucher, MD;
Jo Marie Reilly, MD; and
Sanaz Majd, MD.

A collection of Close-ups
published in AFP is avail-
able at http://www.aafp.
org/afp/closeups.

It was my first time receiving acupuncture
treatment for a stomachache. When I saw the
needles, 1 felt inexplicable nervousness and
fear. The tips of those tiny needles looked so
sharp through the light. The luster of cold
metal reminded me of weapons from ancient
times, such as arrows and swords. I had seen
a movie that had a scene where people used
acupuncture needles as instruments of tor-
ture. It’s incredible that I feared those tiny
needles, even though I was trying to be brave.
I felt sore and heavy on my belly and legs during the treatment. After a few minutes,
I had a growing sense of faintness with dizziness, nausea, and a cold sweat. My physician
said that fainting is a phenomenon of syncope, and she withdrew all the acupuncture needles
immediately. After drinking a cup of warm water and resting, I recovered in a few minutes.
Since then, I have not had the courage to do acupuncture therapy again. I have a fear of
needles, and it was terrible to experience syncope while undergoing treatment.—s.z.

COMMENTARY

The phenomenon of fainting during acupuncture was
first mentioned in the ancient Chinese medicine book
Huangdi Neijing, which scholars date between the late
Warring States period (475 to 221 BCE) and the Han
dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE). This reaction to acupunc-
ture is familiar in Western contexts as needle phobia.
Needle phobia can be a true phobia or a vasovagal
response, which can be so severe that the patient begins
to fear the debilitating effects of syncope almost more
than the needles themselves. Recent systematic reviews
have found the following interventions to be effective
for needle phobia in children: distraction, hypnosis, and
cognitive behavior therapy. In adults, interventions have
not been as thoroughly studied, but the following are
recommended: breathing techniques, applied muscle ten-
sion, and exposure. Hypnosis has been recommended in
managing vasovagal responses to acupuncture, or using
alternatives to needles, such as laser technology.
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