
Epilepsy Fact Sheet

This information sheet is designed to provide you with a clear overview of your pet’s condition and 
treatment options. We understand that receiving a diagnosis of epilepsy can be overwhelming, and 
our aim is to empower you with knowledge and resources to help you navigate your healthcare 
journey. 

Acupuncture for Canine Epilepsy

If your dog has been diagnosed with epilepsy, you know it can be a challenging condition to manage. 
While anti-seizure medications (ASMs) are the cornerstone of treatment, they don’t always fully 
control seizures and can sometimes cause side effects. As a result, many pet owners look for 
complementary therapies to support their dog’s health. Acupuncture, a key part of Traditional Chinese 
Veterinary Medicine (TCVM), is one such option that is gaining attention.

This information sheet answers common questions about acupuncture for canine epilepsy, based on 
a review of available scientific research. Its goal is to help you have an informed conversation with 
your veterinarian.

What is acupuncture, and how might it help a 
dog with epilepsy?

Acupuncture is a technique where very fine, sterile needles are inserted into specific points on the 
body (acupoints). In Traditional Chinese Veterinary Medicine, this is believed to restore the flow of 
energy, or "Qi," along pathways called meridians, bringing the body back into balance.

From a Western scientific perspective, research suggests that acupuncture can have several 
biological effects that may be beneficial for controlling seizures. Scientific studies point to several 
potential mechanisms:

1. Modulation of Brain Chemicals: Acupuncture may influence the levels of brain chemicals, often 
called neurotransmitters, that help calm nerve activity, thereby preventing seizures.

2. Anti-Inflammatory Effects: Seizures can cause inflammation in the brain.

Acupuncture has been shown to reduce inflammatory substances, which may therefore help protect 
the brain.

3. Neuromodulation: Some acupuncture points, particularly on the ear, are thought to stimulate the 
vagus nerve. Vagus nerve stimulation is a recognized non-drug therapy for epilepsy in humans and is 
being explored in veterinary medicine (see separate resource on vagus nerve stimulation).



In short, acupuncture isn’t just about needles; it’s about triggering a cascade of biological responses 
within the body that can help stabilize the nervous system.

Does scientific research support the use of 
acupuncture for dogs with epilepsy?

The research to date is promising, but has significant limitations. Several small studies report positive 
outcomes. For example, one study of 15 dogs with difficult-to-control epilepsy found that 60% of them 
experienced at least a 50% reduction in seizure frequency after having small gold wire implants 
placed at acupuncture points.

Another case series of five dogs with drug-resistant epilepsy reported that three dogs were able to 
maintain reduced seizure numbers on lower doses of their anti-seizure medications after treatment 
with gold implants. In a retrospective study (looking back at medical records), five out of six dogs with 
epilepsy that received regular acupuncture alongside their medications had no seizures during a 12-
month follow-up period.

While these results are encouraging, it’s important to understand that this evidence is considered low-
to-moderate quality. Most of the studies were small, didn't include a control group (dogs who did not 
receive acupuncture), and were not "blinded" (meaning the researchers knew which dogs were 
treated). Larger, more rigorous studies are needed to confirm these findings and rule out a placebo 
effect (where improvement is seen because the owner expects it).

Can acupuncture replace my dog’s anti-seizure 
medication?

This is currently very unlikely. The available evidence strongly advises against using acupuncture as 
a replacement for conventional anti-seizure drugs. The current available research explicitly states that 
acupuncture is best used as an adjunctive or complementary therapy—meaning alongside your dog’s 
prescribed medication. In some dogs, acupuncture may help reduce the required dosage of 
medication, but this should only be done under the direct supervision of your veterinarian. Suddenly 
stopping or reducing anti-seizure medication can lead to severe, life-threatening withdrawal seizures.

Is acupuncture safe for my dog?

When performed by a trained and licensed professional, acupuncture is generally considered very 
safe, especially compared to the potential side effects of some anti-seizure drugs. Adverse events are 
rare. The most common risks are minor and include:

Infection: This is very unlikely if the practitioner uses sterile, single-use needles.

Local Tissue Reactions: Minor bruising or temporary soreness at the needle site.



The research mentions a more specific technique—the implantation of gold beads or wires at 
acupoints. This is a permanent procedure that carries additional risks, such as a foreign body reaction 
(where the body rejects the implant) or migration of the bead. If you are considering this option, it is 
crucial to discuss the specific risks and benefits with a specialist.

What does the research say about 
acupuncture for human epilepsy? Does that 
apply to my dog?

The human literature provides some support for acupuncture as an adjunctive therapy. Acupuncture, 
when used alongside Western medicine (ASMs), can modestly improve the rate of seizure control 
and the quality of life for people with epilepsy. However, these findings cannot be directly applied to 
dogs. The studies in humans also highlight the same issues seen in veterinary studies: the overall 
quality of evidence is low to moderate. While human research provides a plausible rationale, 
veterinary-specific studies remain necessary.

How can I use this information to make a 
decision for my dog?

The decision to add acupuncture to your dog's care plan should be made in partnership with your 
veterinarian. Here is a step-by-step approach:

1. Talk to Your Primary Veterinarian or Neurologist: Start by discussing your interest with the vet who 
manages your dog’s epilepsy. They can tell you if they think it’s a good fit for your dog’s specific case 
and can help you monitor for any changes.

2. Find a Qualified Practitioner: Look for a veterinarian certified in veterinary acupuncture. 
Organizations like the International Veterinary Acupuncture Society (IVAS) can help you find a 
qualified professional. This ensures the person performing the procedure understands canine 
anatomy and the potential interactions with your dog’s existing medical conditions and medications.

3. Set Realistic Goals: Acupuncture is a complementary therapy. The goal is often to improve the 
quality of life, potentially reduce seizure frequency or severity, and possibly stabilize your dog’s 
condition so they can remain on a lower, better-tolerated dose of medication. It is unlikely to be a 
cure.

4. Monitor Closely: If you and your vet decide to proceed, keep a detailed seizure log. Record the 
frequency, severity, and duration of any seizures, as well as any changes in your dog’s behavior or 
energy levels. This data is vital for assessing whether the therapy is providing a benefit.



What are the major gaps in our knowledge 
about acupuncture for canine epilepsy?

There are significant gaps that future research needs to address. The most critical ones include:

Lack of High-Quality Trials: There are no large-scale, controlled trials. Such studies are essential to 
prove true effectiveness beyond the placebo effect.

No Standardized Protocol: Researchers don’t yet know which acupoints to use, how many treatments 
to perform, or how often to perform them for the best results.

Limited Long-Term Data: We don’t have enough information about the long-term outcomes of dogs 
treated with acupuncture, including its ability to promote long-term remission.

Predictors of Response: We don’t know why some dogs respond well to acupuncture while others 
don’t. Understanding breed-specific or other predictors could help veterinarians personalize therapy.

Concluding Comments

Acupuncture shows promise as a safe and potentially beneficial ‘adjunctive’ therapy for dogs with 
epilepsy, particularly those whose seizures are not well-controlled with medication alone. The 
available research, while limited by small study sizes and a lack of robust controls, indicates that 
some dogs experience fewer and less severe seizures and may even be able to reduce their 
medication dosage under veterinary supervision.

However, it is crucial to view acupuncture as a complement to, not a replacement for, standard anti-
seizure drugs. If you are considering this option for your dog, your first step should be a thorough 
discussion with your primary veterinarian and a qualified veterinary acupuncturist. Together, you can 
determine if this holistic approach is a safe and suitable part of a comprehensive treatment plan for 
your epileptic dog.

This information sheet is intended for educational purposes only and does not replace professional veterinary medical 

advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always consult a qualified veterinarian regarding your pet's health.


