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TRAININGSPORTS MEDICINE

“Needles… seriously… you’re kidding me, right?” That was our initial
response, too. As avid athletes and conventionally trained medical
doctors, the idea of getting poked with a bunch of needles was not very
high on the “to do” list.

We’re talking about Acupuncture, of course- that centuries-old therapy in
which thin needles are inserted through the skin into specific tissues for
a therapeutic goal. Once only the practice of Oriental Medicine doctors,
acupuncture is now on the cutting edge of western neuro-functional
science, and may just be the therapeutic edge you need to optimize your
endurance sports performance.

The Original Endurance Athlete

His name was Otzi and he lived about 5300 years ago. He was discovered
in the Italian Alps and was preserved and mummified in ice. He was 45
years old and hiked hundreds of miles in high altitudes scavenging the
extreme elements in the Alps for food and shelter. Scientific analysis of
his preserved corpse revealed he was in excellent cardiovascular shape.
On his body, more than 50 tattoos were discovered in regions of the
spine and knees that correlate with acupuncture points that would be
used today in the treatment of certain ailments, such as arthritis of the

knee, which Otzi was known to have. It is speculated that he used these
points and acupuncture to optimize his endurance and alleviate pain.

The Ying, the Yang and the Chi

In traditional Oriental medicine, acupuncture was believed to normalize
or enhance the flow of “Chi” in the body. This “Chi”, commonly (but
imperfectly) translated as “energy” or “life,” was believed to influence
every bodily function. Although there is no scientific evidence that chi
exists, a growing body of medical studies do show that acupuncture has
powerful therapeutic effects from head to toe. This awareness has led
many recreational and professional athletes to try it and the clinical
results we have seen and heard about are impressive. But how does it
work, and should you give it a try?

The Master System

To understand how acupuncture works, you need to have a basic
awareness of the body. Your body is a collection of muscles, tendons,
ligaments, bones, organs and nerves. Each has a unique task and helps
the body function efficiently as a whole. Every structure counts, but if
“push comes to shove,” your nerves are arguably the most influential
structures in the body. They make up your nervous system, which is
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Aardvark Sports Shop 
Bethlehem | 610.866.8300 

Stroudsburg | 570.424.6431
Born to Run 

Lafayette Hill | 610.828.4781
Bryn Mawr Running Co. 
Bryn Mawr | 610.527.5510 

Philadelphia | 215.487.0220 
Media | 610.627.0600

Bucks County Running Co. 
Doylestown | 215.230.9606

Chester City Running Store 
West Chester | 610.696.0115 

Pottstown | 610.327.4843
City Sports 

Philadelphia | 215.985.5860 
Ardmore | 610.649.7497

Born To Run 
Spring House | 215.641.0410
Delaware Running Co. 

Newark | 312.533.5034
Wilmington | 302.655.7463

Downingtown Running Co. 
Downingtown | 610.269.6700
Fairmount Running Co. 
Philadelphia | 267.639.6047

Finish Line Running Store 
Emmaus | 610.966.9939

Fleet Feet Sports 
Marlton | 856.810.0051

Flying Feet 
York | 717.845.2833

Haddonfield Running Co. 
Haddonfield | 856.428.1666

Inside Track 
Lancaster | 717.394.6439 

Mechanicsburg | 717.697.2476 
Harrisburg | 717.564.2770

Jenkintown Running Co. 
Jenkintown | 215.887.2848

Miles Ahead Sports 
Manasquan | 732.223.0444

Moorestown Running Co. 
Moorestown | 856.234.9371
North Wales Running Co. 
North Wales | 215.699.4282
South Jersey Running  

& Triathlon 
Mullica Hill | 856.223.9350
Philadelphia Runner 

Philadelphia | 215.972.8333 
Philadelphia | 215.662.5100 
Glenn Mills | 610.558.9100
Princeton Running Co. 
Princeton | 609.252.9110
Rittenhouse Sports 

Philadelphia | 215.569.9957
The Running Place 

Newtown Square | 610.353.8826
Valley Forge Running Co. 
Collegeville | 610.489.8090

Paoli | 610.296.2868
VP Shoes 

Rehobeth Beach | 302.227.8076

comprised of the brain, spinal cord, and peripheral nerves. The nervous system controls
everything – and we mean everything. It controls your temperature and blood pressure, it
allows you to think, speak, and do the fun stuff like biking, running, and swimming. Your
nervous system is also how and where you experience pain, pleasure, happiness, and despair.

The science behind acupuncture shows that it works by influencing your nervous system in
powerful ways. The therapeutic influence of acupuncture may help maximize your athletic
performance, accelerate injury healing, and promote generalized wellness.

How Does it Work?

When an acupuncture needle is inserted through the skin it causes immediate vasodilation
of the tissue. This means the blood vessels open up and the increased blood flow carries
more oxygen and nutrients in and carries products like lactic acid out. Muscles, joints,
ligaments, and tendons thrive off of good blood flow and can bounce back from hard
training or accelerate injury healing when they get a healthy blood supply. If you chronically
overuse or misuse a joint or a muscle, it can develop impaired blood flow and eventually
chronic dysfunction and injury. Acupuncture, along with the appropriate training techniques
and rehabilitation, may help correct some of these maladaptive patterns.

Acupuncture also causes the release of B-endorphin, Met-enkephalins, and other pain-
reducing molecules called neurotransmitters. These substances are your body’s own
“narcotics.” They help reduce pain and anxiety, and in both acute and chronic pain, they can
make all the difference.

Finally, acupuncture and electro-acupuncture in-particular, sends “normalizing” signals to the
brain which reduce swelling, chronic pain signaling, and reset balance in the nervous
system. This correlates to a microscopic study of acupuncture points that revealed an increased
number of nerve endings at these points when compared to non-acupuncture points found
elsewhere in the body. Recent acupuncture research has also demonstrated that a chemical
found in our bodies called adenosine is released during acupuncture treatments. Adenosine is a
molecule that reduces inflammation, promotes sleep, and also acts as a natural painkiller.

There are many other ways that acupuncture works and modern science continues to
unravel the mystery of this ancient treatment.

Risky Business or No Worries

Before we try something to enhance performance or help with an injury, we want to know a
few things. Is it safe, does it have side effects, and is it worth the sticker price? When it comes
to acupuncture, the studies show it is incredibly safe when done by a trained
practitioner. Single use, sterilized needles are the norm, so there should be no risk of
contracting unwanted infections. The needles are incredibly thin and rarely cause significant
bleeding. The insertion is relatively painless and the side effects largely positive. In fact, many
of our patients describe improved mood, enhanced sleep, less stress and other positive effects
even when we were just treating their sports-related complaints. The cost depends on the
experience and location of the practitioner. We encourage patients to give it at least 4-6
treatments before deciding if it is working and whether the cost is worth the benefit.

To Do, or Not To Do

So that brings us to the real question: “Am I a good candidate for contemporary
acupuncture?” If you are deathly afraid of needles or have a genetic bleeding disorder, this
may not be for you. But if you are an endurance athlete and want to explore ways to promote
optimal performance, reduce inflammation and pain, and restore balance in the nervous
system, then we suggest that you take a closer look at incorporating acupuncture into your
training and lifestyle.

Rob Kelly, DO is an avid runner and cyclist. He completed his medical training at Harvard and is
a specialist in sports-related injuries and minimally invasive spine care. He incorporates
contemporary acupuncture in his clinical practice in the Philadelphia area and can be reached at
pmrdoc5@gmail.com.

Stephan Esser USPTA, MD is a former #1 in USTA Men’s Open Doubles, an avid runner, and a
Clinical Fellow at Harvard. He incorporates neuro-functional acupuncture and lifestyle medicine
into his clinical patient care. For more health-promoting resources check out
www.restorehealthusa.com and www.abeforfitness.com


