
 

 

Case report of treatment with acupuncture and herbal 

therapy for chronic urticaria in a horse. 

M.A. van der Linden, DVM, Equine Chiropractor 

m_vd_linden@live.nl 

 

Abstract 

Acupuncture and herbal therapy were successfully used to treat a case of chronic urticaria in 

a horse. The horse was suffering from lumps all over the body for several years and 

conventional treatment with corticosteroids showed no improvement. After the first session 

with dry needle acupuncture and moxa there was a big improvement of the skin. A total of 

three acupuncture treatment in two months time and additional herbal therapy of four weeks 

started after the second acupuncture session, was used to make the lumps definitively 

disappear. 

 

History 

Castello, a 16 years old Dutch Warmblood gelding, was presented for TCM examination and 

treatment on november 21, 2021. The reason was that Castello was suffering from lumps all 

over the body for more then two years (figure 1). The clinical symptoms vary from sometimes  

a few small lumbs to even large serpiginous elevations (figure 2). Previous treatments with 

short-acting corticosteroids one year ago did no show any improvement.  No exogenous cause 

could be related to the symptoms. A general blood test was performed and no abnormalities 

were found. No other diagnostic tests were done regarding the skin problem.  Castello is also 

suffering from stiffness and pain in the neck. Radiographs and ultrasound 2 years ago showed 

severe arthrosis of the facet joints of C6 and C7 with a narrowing of the intervertebral 

foramina. The facet joints were treated with local injection of long-acting corticosteroids and 

systemic administration of meloxicam was given for 2 weeks. 
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Figure 1: Picture of Castello with small and bigger lumps all over the body. 

 

 

Figure 2: Picture of Castello with serpiginous elevations on the neck. 



 

Conventional clinical signs, diagnostics and diagnosis. 

Castello was presented with lumbs on jaws, neck and thorax and nasal discharge on November 

21, 2021 (figure 3.) The owner’s main complaint is the presence of lumbs on the skin and this 

is reason this consultation. 

Clinical examination of the skin shows lumbs mainly on jaws, neck and thorax. These lumps 

are manifested as transient, elevated patches with intact haircoat. There are no skin leasions, 

crusts or loose hairs and no signs of prurits. 

General clinical examination was performed. Castello has nasal discharge, but no coughing. 

Clinical examination of the respiratory tract reveals no other abnormalities. Other clinical 

findings are sensitivity in the area of the low cervicals and restricted bending of the neck to 

the left and right. No lameness was present at this moment. 

No additional diagnostic tests were done for the skin problem at this moment. Microscopic 

examination or culture of hairs or skinmaterial was not performed because there were no skin 

leasions or itching present. General blood tests were done previously and revealed no 

abnormalities.  Serum allergy/immunologic blood test was suggested to the owner but not 

performed. 

Radiographs and ultrasound were done previously for neckpain and stiffness. Advice was given 

to repeat this examination in order to evaluate the process. 

Based on the history and clinical signs, the presumptive diagnosis of urticaria as a 

immunological skin disorder was made. Based on previous radiographs and ultrasound, the 

diagnosis of arthrosis of the facetjoints of C6 and C7 was made. 

 

Figure 3: Picture of Castello on November 21, 2021. 

 



 

TCM clinical signs and diagnosis 

Castello was presented on november 21, 2021 with lumbs on jaws, neck and thorax which are 

soft and painless. There was white sticky nasal discharge present.  

The horse went very restless when the blanket was removed and started shivering. The owner 

confirmed that Castello does not like cold weather. During riding, he needs a long warm up 

and moves stiff in the beginning, especially in winter time. Bending of the neck is difficult and 

provoces a pain reaction. He looks irritated and sometimes angry, while he usely was a very 

sweet and friendly horse. 

Faeces look normal and are without smell. According to the owner, Castello has normal 

appetite and drinking behaviour, no urinary changes were noticed. 

The horse feels cold in the lumbar area and at the extremities. He is painful in the area of the 

lower neck and more specific at Gb21 and sensitive in Bl 18 bilateral. 

The tongue was pale and swollen. Pulse diagnosis was not performed. 

The diagnosis of Spleen Yang deficiency was made on symptoms of dampness (painless lumps 

and white nasal discharge), cold symptoms (aversion to cold,shivering, cold lumbars and 

extremities) and swollen and pale tongue.1,2   

The Spleen Yang deficiency leads to Liver Qi stagnation with signs of frustration and angry 

behaviour, sensitivity at Back Shu point of Liver and symptoms of pain.3 An other consequence 

is Cold Bi Syndrome with symptoms of pain in lower neck, bony deformations in cervical 

vertebrae, pain and resistriction of movements and the symptoms get worser with cold.4,5 

 

Conventional treatment 

Manual therapy to adjust  the vertebral column and to release cervical pain was perfomed. 

Supplement Artitec by cavalor® is given 30 ml PO daily to sustain tendons and articulations. 

Warm blankets are adviced when castello goes outside in cold and windy weather conditions. 

  

TCM treatment 

To treat Spleen Yang Deficiency, the treatment principles are to resolve dampness, to tonify 

Spleen Qi, to expell cold and warm the channel.1,6 

The treatment principles for Liver Qi stagnation is to move Qi, to decrease pain and to resolve 

angry emotions.3 

For Cold Bi Syndrome, the treatment principles are to relieve pain and improve mobility by 

transforming Phlegm, moving Qi and blood stagnation and to expell cold.4,5 

Dry needle acupuncture was performed for all treatments. Needles were placed at 

approximately 0.5 cm during 10 minutes. Dry Serein needles of 0.30 x 30mm with guide tube 



 

were used, except for Gv 4  dry Cloud & Dragon needles 0.30 x 25mm with indirect moxa were 

used. 

An overview of all points used, with their anatomic desciption and indication in this case are 

listed in table 1.7 

 

Point 
name 

Anatomic description Indication 

TH 6 In the groove between 
radius and ulna, 3 cum 
proximal of TH 4. 

Horary point, expels wind, harmonise Qi in the 3 
burners, remove stagnation of LV Qi, to treat 
urticaria. 

LU 7 In the depression on the 
medial surface of the 
radius, 1.5 cum proximal to 
the styloid process. 

Master point for Head and Neck, to resolve Phlegm 
from the lungs together with ST 40, stimulates 
descending/dispersing of Lung Qi, expels Exterior 
Wind, stimulates Wei Qi, to treat stiff and painful 
neck and cervicals. 

SI 3 Distal of the lateral spint 
bone of the frontleg. 

Tonification point, opens Du Mai, expels Wind, 
treat neck pain. 

ST 40 In the groove between 
long and lateral digital 
extensor muscles, halfway 
between patella and 
lateral malleolus of tibia. 

Luo point, Influencial point for Phlegm, transform 
and remove Phlegm from the body, respiratoiry 
problems with moisture, calms the spirit. 

SP 6 3 cum proximal of the 
medial malleolus of the 
tibia, caudal to the tibia 
border. 

Crossing point of the 3 Yin meridians of the 
hindleg, transforms Dampness, benefits Spleen, 
Kidney and Liver. 

SP 9 Proximal to the border of 
the gracilis muscle, cranial 
to the sapheneus vene. 

Waterpoint, transforms Dampness and moves 
Blood together with Spleen 6,  regulates water 
passage to treat oedema. 

LV 3, 
Tai 
Chong 

Distal to the base of the 
medial splint bone of the 
hindleg. 

Source point, Earth point, promotes smooth flow 
of Liver Qi, calms the mind, dispels Interior Wind. 

GV 4, 
Ming 
Men 

In the dorsal midline, 
between the spinal 
processes of L2 and L3. 

Benefits Yang, eliminates Interior Cold due to Yang 
deficiency. 

GV 14 In the dorsal midline, at 
the level between the 
spinal processes of C7 and 
T1. 

Tonify Yang, treat cervical problems. 

Table 1 Overview of all points used in the treatment sessions  with their anatomic desciption 

and indications for this case. 

 



 

Results 

Treatment at first session on November 21, 2021. 

During the first treatment, the points TH 6, LU 7, ST 40, SP 6 and GV 4 were needled. The aim 

was to use a small amount of points and create a good balance between Yin and Yang points.8  

TH 6 was chosen to treat the urticaria on the skin as it regulates and harmonise the Qi in the 

3 burners and balance in case of excess or deficiency. This point also helps to remove Liver Qi 

stagnation. As the Masterpoint of Head and Neck, LU 7 is a good point to treat pain and 

stiffness in the cervicals and furthermore it removes Phlegm from the lungs together with the 

point ST 40. SP 6 is added to transform Dampness and Phlegm, which are present in skin, lungs 

and bones (cervicals). This point also benefits Spleen as well as Liver function to provide a 

smooth flow of Liver Qi and remove pain. Ming Man (GV 4) is needled and treated with indirect 

moxa to benefit Yang and to eliminate Interior Cold. 

 

Results and treatment at the second session on December 3, 2021. 

The owner mentioned a very good result from the first treatment regarding the skin condition. 

The lumps were completely gone 5 days after the treatment. Then lumps appeared again on 

the neck after Castello was outside on a very cold and windy day. The rest of the body was 

covered by a warm blanket and showed no lumps. According to  the owner, Castello still had 

some angry behaviour. Bending the neck is stiff and a bit painful. There was no nasal discharge. 

The Back Shu points of Liver are sensitive. The points TH 6, LU 7, SP 6 and GV 4 with moxa 

were used again in this session to expel Wind and Cold, stimulate Wei Qi and to stimulate 

Yang. SP 9 was added to resolve Dampness and oedema in the skin together with SP 6 and 

also to move blood in case of stagnation. To help Castello with his emotions and to resolve 

pain and stagnation, LV 3 was also added. The point ST 40 was not used this session, to reduce 

the amount of needles and because there were no signs of Phlegm in the lungs at this moment. 

Advice to the owner was to use a blanket that also covers the neck when Castello goes outside 

and try to avoid exposer to wind and cold if possible. Herbal therapy to treat Dampness was 

added, Urticaria Formula composed by Steffi van de Laarse, 5g q12h PO.9,10 

 

Results and treatment at the third session on January 29, 2022. 

Castello’s skin improved very well (figure 4). The lumps disappeared a few days after the 

second treatment and the skin is smooth ever since. Herbal therapy was given for 4 weeks and 

stopped 2 weeks ago. Castello is less irritated and has no nasal discharge. The neck is still 

sensitive at the low cervicals and bending is limited. The points that were repeated from ealier 

treatment were LU 7 as the Masterpoint for Head and Neck, LV 3 to reduce pain and 

stagnation of Qi, ST 40 to treat Phlegm in the cervical vertebrae and GV 4 with moxa to 

eliminate interior Cold. Points that were added for the first time were SI 3 as the opening point 

of Du Mai and to treat neck pain and also GV 14 to treat cervical problems. The points SP 6, 

SP 9 and TH 6 were not used this time to reduce the amount of needles and because the skin 

looks very well now so emphasis is put on the problems in the lower neck. An appointment 



 

for diagnostic evaluation of the cervical vertebrae with radiographs and ultrasound is 

scheduled. 

 

Fig 4: Picture of Castello on January 29, 2022.  

 



 

Discussion 

Castello was presented for acupuncture treatment primarily for his skin problem. The horse 

was suffering from lumps all over the body for more then two years. Earlier treatment with 

corticosteriods did not give an improvement. Based on the history and clinical signs, the 

diagnosis of urticaria was formed. In this case, regarding conventional point of view, no 

etiological cause was identified. No exogenous cause in the environment or food was found. 

General blood test showed no abnormalities. Serum allergy test to detect specific IgE’s against 

several allergens was suggested but not performed by the owner. It has been stated that these 

immunologic tests and following desensitation treatment against the detected allergens, have 

frequently a disappointing outcome and are not reliable for their outcome.11  Castello is also 

suffering from pain and stiffness in the neck. Previous radiographs and ultrasound showed 

severe arthrosis of the low cervical facet joints. This was treated with local injection of long-

acting corticosteroids and systemic administration of NSAIDs. After this treatment, the 

condition improved for 1,5 years but now Castello has again symptoms of pain and discomfort 

in this area. Therefore, advice is given to the owner to evaluate the cervical vertebrae again 

in the clinic. 

From  a TCM perspective, the  diagnosis of Spleen Yang deficiency was made on symptoms of 

Dampness (painless lumps in the skin and white nasal discharge), cold symptoms (aversion to 

cold, shivering, cold lumbars and extremities) and swollen and pale tongue.1,2  When there is 

not enough Yang, there is less movement of body fluids which leads to Liver Qi stagnation with 

signs of frustration and angry behaviour, sensitivity at Back Shu point of Liver and symptoms 

of pain.3  Dampness generated by the Spleen also goes to the bones and leads to Cold Bi 

Syndrome as a consequence. This causes pain in lower neck area with bony deformations, pain 

and resistriction of movements and symptoms which  get worser with cold.4,5  The treatment 

principles were to treat Spleen Yang deficiency by resolve Dampness, tonify Spleen Qi, to 

expell cold and warm the channel. For Liver Qi stagnation, the aim is to move Qi, to decrease 

pain and to resolve angry emotions. For Cold Bi syndrome,the purpose is to relieve pain and 

improve mobility by transforming Phlegm, moving Qi and blood stagnation and to expel cold. 

A number of points was listed for these purposes. For each treatment, points were carefully 

selected from this list, in order to reduce the amount of needles used and to balance Yin and 

Yang.8 TH 6 is the Horary point of Triple Heater, so it harmonise and gives balance in either 

excess or deficiency situations with fluid inbalance.7  Triple Heater is important for the flow of 

body fluids, which is disturbed in case of oedema and dampness. It also has a strong 

connection with the facia in the neck and this horses is suffering from stiffness and pain in the 

neck. In the neck, the lumps follow the pathway of the Triple Heater. The point TH 6 expels 

wind, in this case when there was a invasion of Wind_Cold as an external pathologen factor. 

It also helps to resolve Liver Qi stagnation, which is the case here as the horse is in pain, he 

shows angry emotions and the Liver Back Shu point is sensitive. To treat the Liver Qi 

stagnation, the Source and Earth point LV 3 was also used. This point promotes smooth flow 

of Liver Qi, calms the mind in case of frustration caused bij Liver Qi stagnation and it also 

dispels Interior Wind.7 In this case, there are several symptoms of Dampness and Phlegm, 

namely in the skin (lumps), in the lungs (muceus) and in the bones (arthrosis). Dampness is 

formed by Spleen as there is insufficient Qi for its function of transportation and 



 

transformation.1 When there is Damp stagnation for a long time, it turns into Phlegm, which 

is less liquid and more sticky and therefore more difficult to remove.7 The combination of the 

points SP 6 and SP 9 were used to tonify Spleen Qi and to resolve dampness. As the Influencial 

point of Phlegm, ST 40 was also added. The most important organ to store Dampness and 

Phlegm is Lung, as this horse has sticky nasal discharge. LU 7 was used to resolve Phlegm from 

the lungs.7 There were signs of Cold, both interior ( cold extremities and lumbars) and exterior 

cold invasion (aversion to cold, shivering).12 Spleen Yang deficiency is diagnosed, because of 

the Spleen Qi deficiency together with cold symptoms.1 GV 4 was needled and treated with 

indirect moxa to benefit Yang and to eliminate Interior Cold due to Yang deficiency. Pain and 

stiffness in the neck, arthrosis of the low cervicals together with cold symptoms was 

interpretated as Cold Bi syndrome.4 To relieve pain LV 3 was mentioned earlier, as it moves Qi 

and blood stagnation. ST 40 was used to treat Phlegm in the bones, LU 7 as the masterpoint 

for Head and Neck. To resolve wind, cold and treat cervical pain, SI 3 (opening point of Du Mai) 

and GV 14 were added in the treatment. 

Acupuncture was very effective to treat the skin problem in this case. After the first 

acupuncture treatment the improvement was already very clear and the owner stated that 

the skin looked better since years. The horse is very sensitive for cold and the lumps 

reappeared after a Wind-Cold invasion, but were effective treated with acupuncture again. To 

sustain the acupuncture, herbal therapy was added for 4 weeks and afterwards the skin stayed 

very smooth without lumps. The nasal discharge also disappeared. The owner is paying 

attention to protect Castello against cold and windy circumstances. Castello is still suffering 

from pain in the neck, as the Cold Bi syndrome is very painful and difficult to treat as the 

Interior Cold penetrates deep in the body into the bones.4 Re-evaluation with radiographs and 

ultrasound is scheduled. Treatment with a combination of acupuncture and herbal therapy to 

resolve pain in the cervicals is also taken into consideration.13 

From western scientific perspective, the effects of acupuncture especially on pain has been 

studied. It has been found that acupuncture is effective in reducing pain trough several 

mechanisms. Studies showed that there is a local effect after inserting the needle, which 

activates nervous, cardiovascular, endocrine and immune systems to repair the induced 

microtrauma. There is also evidence that stimulation of acupuncture points activate the 

descending inhibitory systems of the central nervous system to inhibit painful stimuli. The 

release of endorphins and endogenous opioids also contribute to pain reduction , which is 

known as the peripheral analgesic effect. Pain relief can also be achieved by needling a 

different area from the problematic one which is innervated by the same spinal nerve , due to 

the segmentary effect.14 In this case, the use of the acupuncture points Lu 7 and SI 3 to relief 

cervical pain can be explained. A spinal segment is related to a skin area, a muscular regio, a 

area at the periost and also a visceral region. Therefore, the organs or visera can be treated 

by needling a point subcutanously that is innervated from the same dorsal segment as the 

viscera we want to reach.14  Furthermore, it has been found that several acupuncture points 

have a regulating effect on the autonomic nervous system, producing general calming effects 

on the patient.15 



 

In conventional medicine, allergic skin diseases are usely treated with corticosteriods, but a 

lot of cases are recurrent and some, like in this case, do not respond to corticosteroids.11 From 

TCM perspective this can by explained by the fact that inflammatory drugs are cold type of 

medicine and as Castello is already suffering from cold symptoms, the use of these drugs can 

deteriorate the symptoms.12 In all cases of urticaria, a detailed investigation should be carried 

out to try to establish the aetiology. However, often the cause is not clear. The concept of 

climatological factors as a cause, like Wind-Cold invasion, is not used in conventional 

medicine. From TCM perspective, the symptoms of this horse fit together. The lumps, nasal 

discharge and arthrosis are signs of Dampness and Phlegm and have their origin in Spleen 

deficiency. In conventional medicine, the symptoms are more seen as different diseases with 

different aetiology. So it can be stated that in this case, treatment based on TCM principles 

has been proven to be very affective for the skin problem. It can be a good tool to approach 

similar cases from TCM perspective, both to establish the cause and also to provide an 

effective treatment. 
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