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Usage of Acupuncture To Treat an Old Cat with Spondylosis 

ABSTRACT 

Acupuncture therapy was used to successfully treat overgrooming behaviour of the caudal 

back in a sixteen year old cat. Additionally, the cat shows symptoms of vomiting, varying 

appetite, and coughing. Spondylosis seemed to be the cause of the overgrooming behaviour. 

Dry needle acupuncture therapy was used for treatment. With repeated acupuncture 

treatments the cat stopped overgrooming his back, showed less sensitivity in his back; less 

coughing and vomiting and has a better appetite. The treatment has improved the quality of 

life.  

HISTORY 

A sixteen-year-old neutered male European shorthair cat was presented for an acupuncture 

consultation with the symptom of overgrooming his caudal back, which resulted in a nearly 

bare caudal back. The cat had 3 months history of overgrooming his back. There is a 

suspicion of spondylosis of the caudal back. 

One year ago the cat had a history of vomiting bile and intermittent diarrhoea. Ultrasound 

showed hyperechogenic noduli on the liver,  suspicious chronic nephritis of the kidneys, 

enlarged spleen and suspicions of pancreatitis. No biopsies were made. Urine tests are normal, 

extensive blood tests revealed increased feline Pancreatic Lipase and increased Gamma 

globulins. Results are listed in table 1. Both the blood test and ultrasound concluded the 

diagnosis of chronic pancreatitis. Metoclopramide 0.5mg/kg q 8h PO was prescribed for 10 

days. Food change to hypoallergenic dry food. The patient stabilised with this therapy.  

There were no other past medical problems noted in the history. 

Table 1: Blood test results 

 Result  Reference values 

fPLI (feline pancreatic lipase) >50 µg/L <3.5 µg/L 

Gamma globulins 13 g/L 4-8 g/L 

CLINICAL SIGNS/DIAGNOSTICS/DIAGNOSIS – CONVENTIONAL (WESTERN) 

For 3 months, the cat is overgrooming the hair of his caudal back, which results in a nearly 

bare back. The owners have treated the cat against fleas (imidacloprid) and used pheromones 

(feliway®), no improvement has been seen. Clinical dermatological examination by the 

veterinarian revealed that the hair was broken, no signs of dermatitis, a lot of loose hair all 

over his body. Skin scrapings with microscopical examinations reveal no fleas/mites or lice. 

For over one year the cat has increased difficulty with jumping on normal house objects, and 

has a stiff gait. Cutaneous trunci reflex (panniculus reflex) was seen on his lumbar region. The 

cat showed also a sensitive reaction when palpating his lumbar vertebra’s. A presumptive 

diagnosis of spondylosis of the caudal back was made based on history, clinical symptoms, 

and by ruling out skin diseases. No spinal radiographs were made due to budget constraints of 

owner. Given the history of pancreatitis, no treatment with non-steroidal anti-inflammatory 

drugs was started.  



Other witnessed symptoms of the cat are; polydipsia, vomiting once a week, diarrhoea, 

varying appetite and occasional coughing. No blood test and radiographs have been taken 

recently.  

CLINICAL SIGNS/DIAGNOSIS – TCM (EASTERN) 

The constitution of the cat is Earth; very friendly, calm behaviour, likes to be in front of 

people, not scary or aggressive, high tolerance for his owners.1,2  

The cat has polydipsia; varying stools; vomiting bile once a week, varying appetite, stiff gait; 

weak cough; sleeps a lot at day and night, preference for warm places.  

At physical examination the cat showed a bit of tartar of is molars; the lower lip’s skin is a bit 

wet, bare and thickened, some papules (picture 1); pigmentation spots are visible on upper 

and lower lips and eyelids; little brownish mucous in the corner of the eye; the fur is fuzzy, a 

lot of loose hair; nearly bare on the top of his caudal back (picture 2), visible broken hair, the 

skin feels warm at this place; loss of muscle tissue in his back and extremities; ears and 

extremities have normal temperature; the abdomen feels soft/flaccid on palpation. Tongue 

colour is pale-pinkish, thick, dental marks are visible (picture 3). Pulse is weak. Sensitivity of 

both the alarm points and according association points for the Kidney; Spleen; Lung; Liver, 

Small intestine and Bladder.   

 

Picture 1; 2; 3  

   

Based on observations and symptoms, a Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) diagnosis of 

spleen Qi deficiency and Kidney Qi deficiency was made. Spleen deficiency was based on 

diarrhoea, vomiting, varying appetite, tiredness, poor muscles, dental marks. The weak Spleen 

is creating damp/phlegm, leading to spondylosis, tartar, eye discharge, papules.1,3 Kidney Qi 

deficiency was based on pain in caudal back region, spondylosis, tartar, poor coat, polydipsia, 

tiredness.1,4 Kidney Qi deficiency leads to rebellious Qi of the Lungs. Kidney loses their 

connection with the lung; Kidney is not grasping the Qi of the Lungs, this rebellious Qi leads 

to coughing.1,5 



CONVENTIONAL (WESTERN) TREATMENT 

No Western treatment was done. 

TCM (EASTERN) TREATMENT 

The treatment principle for the diagnosis Spleen Qi deficiency was to strengthen the Spleen, 

to improve the transformation and transportation function, tonify Qi, resolve dampness.  

The treatment principle for the diagnosis Kidney Qi deficiency was to tonify the Kidney, 

strengthen the caudal back, reduce lower back pain.  

A dry needle acupuncture treatment was used. 0.20mm x 15mm Seirin needles were placed at 

a depth of 4mm (for the Governing Vessel at 10mm depth), an even needle technique was 

used at all points for 10 minutes.  

At the first treatment SP 6 and ST 36 are used to benefit the Spleen functions of 

transformation and transportation, resolve dampness and tonify Qi. By tonifying Qi, more 

energy goes to the Kidneys. SP 6 also tonifies the Kidneys, because at this point all 3 yin 

channels cross. Lumbar Bai- Hui and GV 14 were used to alleviates pain in lumbar 

region/back. Used points listed in table 2.  

Table 2: points used at first treatment6 

Spleen 6 San-Yin-Jiao In the depression 3 cun proximal 

to the tip of the medial malleolus 

of the tibia, on the caudal border 

of the tibia 

Benefits Spleen functions 

of transformation and 

transportation; transforms 

dampness, tonifies Qi; 

tonifies Kidney 

Stomach 36 Hou-San-Li In the depression just lateral to the 

distal aspect of the cranial border 

of the tibia crest, in the middle of 

the cranial tibialis muscle 

Benefits the Spleen 

function of transformation 

and transportation, tonifies 

Qi 

Lumbar-Bai-

Hui 

Yao-Bai-Hui In the depression on the dorsal 

midline in the lumbosacral space 

Tonifies Kidneys, 

alleviates pain in lumbar 

region/back. 

Governing 

Vessel 14 

 In the depression on the midline 

between the dorsal spinous 

processes of the 7th cervical an 1st 

thoracic vertebrae 

Back problems (combined 

with Yao-Bai-Hui), Sea of 

Qi 

One week after treatment the cat licked his caudal back significantly less, vomited less, stools 

were normal. Cat continued to drink more, still has a stiff gait and is still coughing.  

New hair is visible at his back, while there is still hair loss all over his body. No eye 

discharge. Tongue colour is pale-pinkish, dental marks are decreased. Pulse is more powerful.  

Sensitivity still present in both the alarm points and accompanying association points for the 

Kidney; Spleen; Lung.  



The purpose of the second treatment was to tonify both Spleen and Kidney with SP 6 and ST 

36, and strengthen his back with Lumbar-Bai-Hui. In addition points to improve the 

connection between Kidney and Lung; so that the Kidney can grasp the Qi to mitigate 

coughing. This was done by KI 3 and LU 5. GV 14 was not used any more, because other 

points are more relevant. Used points listed in table 3. 

Table 3: points used at second treatment6 

Spleen 6 San-Yin-Jiao In the depression 3 cun proximal 

to the tip of the medial malleolus 

of the tibia, on the caudal border 

of the tibia 

Benefits Spleen functions 

of transformation and 

transportation; transforms 

dampness, tonifies Qi; 

tonifies Kidney 

Stomach 36 Hou-San-Li In the depression just lateral to the 

distal aspect of the cranial border 

of the tibia crest, in the middle of 

the cranial tibialis muscle 

Benefits the Spleen 

function of transformation 

and transportation, tonifies 

Qi 

Lumbar-Bai-

Hui 

Yao-Bai-Hui In the depression on the dorsal 

midline in the lumbosacral space 

Tonifies Kidneys, 

alleviates pain in lumbar 

region/back. 

Lung 5 Chi-Ze In the depression on the 

transverse cubital crease, just 

lateral to the tendon of the biceps 

brachii m.  

Stimulates the descending 

of Lung Qi, treats 

coughing 

Kidney 3  In the depression cranial to the 

tuber calcanei, midpoint of a line 

drawn from the tip of medial 

malleolus to point of insertion of 

common calcanean tendon 

Tonifies Kidneys and 

benefits Kidney function 

of dominating water 

metabolism, strengthens 

caudal back 

 

After the second treatment the owner reported that the cat showed significantly less coughing, 

hairs grew back on the top of his caudal back, appetite and stools returned to normal. The stiff 

gait and polydipsia were still present. Because of this improvement, the owner decided to 

postpone the third session.  

After a month the cat’s symptoms started to come back. The cat started licking its back again, 

cough symptoms returned, had varying appetite, vomited occasionally, stools remained 

normal.  

A third session was done. The fur of the cat remained fuzzy, with broken hairs on the top of 

his caudal back, little papules on the underlip, dental marks on his tongue, and a weak pulse. 

No clear Yin or Yang deficiency observed.  

The third treatment again aimed at tonifying and strengthening both Spleen and Kidney with 

SP 6 and ST 36, strengthening the back and alleviating the pain in his back through BL 23 and 

Lumbar-Bai-Hui. BL 23 was used instead of KI 3, because of more local point for his back; to 

use cranial and caudal points of the ‘injury’.7 Stimulating descending of Lung with LU 5. 

Used points listed in table 4. 

 

 



Table 4: points used at third treatment6 

Spleen 6 San-Yin-Jiao In the depression 3 cun proximal 

to the tip of the medial malleolus 

of the tibia, on the caudal border 

of the tibia 

Benefits Spleen functions 

of transformation and 

transportation; transforms 

dampness, tonifies Qi; 

tonifies Kidney 

Stomach 36 Hou-San-Li In the depression just lateral to the 

distal aspect of the cranial border 

of the tibia crest, in the middle of 

the cranial tibialis muscle 

Benefits the Spleen 

function of transformation 

and transportation, tonifies 

Qi 

Lumbar-Bai-

Hui 

Yao-Bai-Hui In the depression on the dorsal 

midline in the lumbosacral space 

Tonifies Kidneys, 

alleviates pain in lumbar 

region/back. 

Bladder 23  In the depression 1.5 cun lateral to 

the caudal border of the spinous 

process of the second lumbar 

vertebra. 

Strengthens caudal back, 

benefits Kidney function 

of dominating water 

metabolism 

Lung 5 Chi-Ze In the depression on the 

transverse cubital crease, just 

lateral to the tendon of the biceps 

brachii m.  

Stimulates the descending 

of Lung Qi, treats 

coughing 

 

After this session the cat improved like previous sessions; less coughing, better appetite, less 

vomiting. Hair grew back on his caudal back.  

DISCUSSION 

One year ago the cat had a history of pancreatitis. This was based on the clinical sings of 

vomiting, diarrhoea, varying appetite, the blood tests and ultrasound. This shows signs of a 

weak earth element in TCM (vomiting, diarrhoea, varying appetite). In TCM the pancreas is 

related to Spleen.1,8,9 A weak Spleen fails in the ascending function; diarrhoea is the result. 

Varying appetite is also Spleen related. Vomiting is disturbance of the ascending function of 

the Stomach. Stomach can be weaker because of the according Zang organ (Spleen), both in 

the same Earth element. Vomiting and diarrhoea can also be signs of rebellious Qi by an upset 

Liver. However the cat did not show signs of an upset Liver (red eyes/aggressive behaviour, 

sighting, no tenderness of the abdomen).1,9 

Three months ago the cat started with overgrooming the top of his caudal back. A 

presumptive western diagnosis of spondylosis of the caudal back was made based on clinical 

symptoms and by ruling out skin diseases. Clinical signs where difficulties with jumping, a 

stiff gait, sensitive reaction when palpating the vertebra’s, cutaneous trunci reflex. No 

radiographs were made. In addition the cat is still vomiting regularly, has varying appetite and 

varying stools; a weak cough; polydipsia; hair loss; eye discharge; poor muscles; pustules on 

the underlip; tiredness; dental marks; weak pulse.  

A TCM diagnosis of Spleen Qi and Kidney Qi deficiency was made. Spleen deficiency was 

based on diarrhoea, vomiting, varying appetite, tiredness, poor muscles, dental marks. The 

weak Spleen is creating damp/phlegm, leading to spondylosis, tartar, eye discharge, papules. 

Kidney Qi deficiency was based on pain in caudal back region, spondylosis, tartar, poor coat, 



polydipsia, tiredness.1,10 With some symptoms both organs are involved. For example the 

spondylosis and tartar. Spondylosis is a result of phlegm, caused by a weak spleen. Kidney 

deficiency must be present: Kidneys are responsible for the nourishing of bones and teeth. 

The lack of nourishment allows phlegm to form.1,11 

The patient has more a Qi deficiency, rather than a Yang deficiency. He shows signs of yang 

deficiency with his thick tongue with dental marks, preference for warm places. However, he 

drinks more, the temperature of his extremities/ears are normal, not cold, his pulse is not 

slow.1,12 

Both spleen and kidney deficient. Because of his history of the gastrointestinal tract and more 

signs of the Spleen compared to the Kidney it is more likely that the Spleen Qi deficiency is 

the origin of the deficiencies. Spleen is the source of Qi production and responsible for Post-

Heaven Qi. With less circulation of Qi, other organs become deficient, especially older 

animals; which already largely depleted the Pre-Heaven Qi.1,13  

The patient showed a weak cough. Weak means a chronic condition. The two main reasons 

could be either phlegm cough or deficiency cough. The cat’s cough is not productive/no 

sputum is seen so phlegm cough is less likely. Deficiency cough is the result of a Lung Qi 

deficiency which may be associated with Kidney Qi or Kidney Yin deficiency. In this case the 

deficiency Lungs can be the result of the mother-son relationship; the weak mother (earth 

element) is not nourishing the son (metal). Because of the tiredness and backpain the Kidneys 

are associated with the cough. The Kidneys fail to grasp the descending Qi of the Lungs; this 

results in rebellious Qi up to the Lungs.1,14  

A dry needle acupuncture treatment was used to reduce the signs. 0.20mm x 15mm Seirin 

needles were place at a depth of 4mm (for the Governing Vessel at 10mm depth), an even 

needle technique was used at all points for 10 minutes. At this time, most of the needles lose 

their connection and the cat became restless. For most of the points tonification was desirable 

for better functioning of the Spleen, Kidney’s and Lungs. For local points (like Lumbar-Bai-

Hui and BL 23) we could use sedation, however, these points are also used to tonify the 

Kidneys. After 10 minutes the needles fall out, so the body need more tonication.15  

The selected points for the first treatment were SP 6, ST 36, lumbar-bai-hui, governing vessel 

14. SP 6 and ST 36 are used to benefit the spleen and kidneys. Lumbar Bai- Hui and GV 14 

were used to alleviates pain in lumbar region/back. 

For the second treatment the points were SP 6, ST 36, lumbar-bai-hui and lung. SP 6 and ST 

36 for strengthen the Spleen and Kidney’s. Strengthen his back with Lumbar-Bai-Hui. 

Additionally points to improve the descending of the lung Qi. This was done by KI 3 and LU 

5.  

With the third treatment the targeted points were SP 6, ST 36, Lumbar-Bai-Hui, BL 23 and 

LU 5. Tonifying and strengthening the earth element with SP 6 and ST 36. BL 23 and lumbar-

Bai-Hui were used to strengthen the cat’s back this session. BL 23 was used instead of KI 3, 

because of more local point for his back. Stimulating descending of the Lung Qi with LU 5.  

The cat improved with all treatments; he shows less overgrooming; hair grew back, less 

gastrointestinal signs; less vomiting, less coughing, improved appetite. The improvement is 

explained by a better function of the Spleen, Kidney and Lung. However the cat still had a 



stiff gait. To remedy the local pain, the treatment must include treating de underlying 

deficiencies or expulsing the pathogenic factor; local points cranial and caudal to the injury; 

and distal points. In this case, less attention is paid to distal points. For lower lumbar pain, 

distal points like BL 40; BL 60; BL 62 should include in the treatment.7 

More attention could have been paid to underlying blood deficiency and Liver deficiency. The 

Liver provides blood to nourish and lubricate the muscles and provides blood to support the 

functions of the organs. With age, blood become more deficient and can lead to Blood 

stagnation; this can be associated with joint pain. Blood and Qi are intimately related; so 

stagnation in one or both can promote disease. Impaired Liver function or Blood deficiency 

will result in decreased nourishment to the tendons and ligaments which will decrease 

flexibility and impact motion and gait. Decreases in Liver blood can lead to brittle hair coat 

and increased shedding. Additional to SP 6 points like BL 17, SP 10 could be added to 

nourish Blood, or Liver 3 as source point for the Liver, and resolves Qi Stagnation.16  

For older patients, it is important to support the Spleen and Kidney’s. Pre-Heaven Qi becomes 

depleted by age and it is necessary to supplement it with Post-Haven Qi.13 Repeatedly 

treatments with intervals of 3-4 weeks should be advisable; shorter intervals of one week are 

recommended especially in the beginning.  

In this case, no food changes are made, but could really improve the patient. Prevent phlegm 

containing food, offer earth supporting food, like sweet potato/carrots/pumpkin.17 
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