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Abstract. This paper aims to develop the value and significance of traditional Chinese medicine 

in the treatment of obesity in the context of the globalization of contemporary obesity, and to 

explore the causes and treatment methods of obesity. By examining the historical origins of 

traditional Chinese medicine principles, in conjunction with the teachings of the Emperor's 

Neijing, as well as the concepts of yin and yang, and qi and blood theory, this paper conducts an 

analysis on the traditional Chinese medicine perspective on obesity. Specifically, it explores the 

perception of imbalance in energy and organ function. This paper emphasizes the holistic nature 

of the human body and argues that treating obesity should not only focus on weight loss, but also 

on regulating internal organ function and balancing qi, blood, Yin, and Yang to improve overall 

health. At the same time, the effect of TCM dietary advice on weight loss was studied, and the 

role of herbal medicine and acupuncture in the treatment of obesity was explained, so as to 

provide new ideas and methods for the comprehensive treatment of obesity. 
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1.  Introduction 

With the change in modern lifestyles, obesity has become a global health problem. According to the 

World Health Organization (WHO), as of 2022, more than 1 billion people worldwide are obese, and the 

data also shows that 43% of adults are overweight [1]. Obesity is closely related to the occurrence of a 

variety of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and some cancers, such as obesity, 

which can lead to metabolic disorders in the human body and cause metabolic syndrome, causing 

hyperlipidemia[2]; Obesity can also lead to fat accumulation in the body, abnormal lipid metabolism, 

and finally an increase in blood lipids, resulting in arteriosclerosis and plaque formation in blood vessels. 

Therefore, obesity poses a significant threat to human health. As a treasure of traditional medicine in 

China, traditional Chinese medicine possesses a unique theoretical system and rich treatment experience, 

and holds potential advantages and application value in the treatment of obesity. In contemporary China, 

it is of great importance to inherit, innovate, and broaden the scope of applications of TCM nutrition[3]. 

The topic of this paper is the dietary treatment of obesity and the role of herbal medicine and 

acupuncture in the treatment of obesity. In terms of research methods, the combination of literature 

review and case analysis of modern medical research data is mainly adopted. By reviewing the historical 

background of TCM principles, including the theory of Yin and Yang, the concept of qi, and the theory 

of blood, the perception of obesity in TCM is deeply analyzed. At the same time, combined with the 
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specific modern medical research data, such as comparative studies for different populations, 

randomized controlled trials, epidemiological investigation and clinical research, etc., respectively 

examined the traditional Chinese medicine diet advice (whole grains, lean protein, fruits and vegetables), 

herbs (lotus leaf, hawthorn, Poria cocos, etc.), and the mechanism of acupuncture in the treatment of 

obesity and curative effect. 

2.  Historical Background of TCM Principles 

2.1.  The perspective of the Huangdi Neijing 

The Yellow Emperor's Neijing divides obesity into three categories: greasy people, fatty people, and 

muscular people. Greasy people have a visibly fat waist, back, and abdomen (resembling a beer belly), 

with relatively thin buttocks and limbs. Their waist and abdomen circumference exceeds their hip 

circumference, resulting in a protruding belly; Fatty people have an even distribution of fat throughout 

their body and limbs, with soft muscles lacking strength. They are fat but not muscular, appearing loose 

and flabby, particularly in the chest and buttocks; Muscular people possess strong bones and muscles, 

compact flesh and skin, as well as dense texture. In the medical classic The Yellow Emperor's Neijing, 

the Su Wen: Tong Commentary on Fiction and Reality states: "Obese yellow people, the words of 

anointing Liang are also[4]. It means that obese and affluent people are more prone to diseases due to 

excessive intake of highly nutritious and calorie-dense foods. It believes that obesity is mostly caused by 

excessive fat eating and lack of exercise.  

2.2.  The doctrine of Yin and Yang 

As one of the core concepts of TCM theory, the theory of yin and yang can be traced back to ancient 

Chinese philosophy. Zhang Jingyue, a medical scientist in the Ming Dynasty, mentioned in the Jingyue 

Quanshu that "there are many people who are cold, and the reason for the deficiency in the system"[5].  

Qi and Yang deficiencies indicate a depletion of Yang energy in the body, resulting in disrupted 

production, distribution and excretion of body fluids. This ultimately leads to the formation of phlegm 

and dampness, contributing to obesity. Therefore, maintaining the balance and coordination of yin and 

yang is crucial for human health. Any imbalance in yin and yang can lead to the onset of diseases. In the 

context of obesity, the imbalance of yin and yang may manifest as insufficient yang qi and excessive yin 

qi, which affects the body's metabolism and energy balance[6].  

2.3.  Theories and concepts of Qi and Blood 

It is widely believed that Qi, blood, and body fluid circulate or traverse through the channel system[7]. 

The relationship between qi and blood, as qi is considered the master of blood. It serves as the basic 

substance that constitutes the human body and sustains life activities, and it has a variety of functions 

such as propulsion, warmth, defense, and fixation[7].  

Blood is considered the mother of qi in traditional Chinese medicine, and it is known to have a 

nourishing and moisturizing effect. The heart governs the main blood, the lungs control the main qi, 

while the spleen and liver are responsible for regulating blood flow. When there is an imbalance in Qi, it 

can lead to a deficiency in both Qi and blood, resulting in a decreased metabolic rate. This can lead to a 

slower breakdown of body fat, causing an accumulation of fat in the body. In TCM dietary therapy, you 

can promote the flow of qi and blood by eating some foods that replenish qi and activate blood, such as 

red dates, longan, black fungus, etc.  

3.  Perception of Obesity in Traditional Chinese medicine  

3.1.  Energy imbalance view 

In the view of traditional Chinese medicine, obesity is considered a disorder of the human body. The 

inability to reduce it may be due to insufficient blood and qi energy in the body, leading to inadequate 

energy for excreting waste products. As a result, these accumulated waste products cannot be discharged 
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and accumulate in the gaps between internal tissues of the body. With the gradual increase in the 

accumulation of waste, people may experience a slow weight gain. Following this logic, obesity can be 

seen not as an excess of energy, but rather as a deficiency of energy, as the body lacks sufficient energy 

to properly eliminate waste. Cells are the fundamental units of tissues in the body, and each cell 

independently absorbs nutrients and excretes waste. The waste excreted by the cells must be returned to 

the veins through the microvessels, carried by body fluids, and then filtered out of the body by the liver 

and kidneys. Any disruption in this process can lead to a buildup of waste between cells, initially in 

small amounts, which becomes suspended in tissue fluid. This accumulation can result from any 

malfunction at any stage of this process, preventing normal excretion of waste. In the research on energy 

metabolism pathways in obesity, it has been observed that obese individuals often have a lower basal 

metabolic rate compared to those of normal weight, and the energy expenditure is not proportional to 

their intake, indicating excessive caloric consumption and inadequate excretion[8]. In conclusion, a 

thorough understanding of energy imbalance is essential for the treatment of obesity. Implementing 

comprehensive measures such as dietary intervention, increased physical activity, and behavioral 

intervention can help to restore energy balance, achieve weight loss, and maintain a healthy weight over 

the long term. 

3.2.  Imbalance in organ function 

In fact, obesity often originates from the dysfunction of the spleen and stomach. According to traditional 

Chinese medicine theory, the spleen and taste are closely interconnected, and a healthy spleen enables us 

to fully appreciate the five flavors. The Treatise on the Spleen and Stomach, an ancient medical classic 

of Chinese medicine, clearly points out that "the spleen is the foundation of nurture[9]. It means that the 

spleen and stomach play a vital role in the growth, development, and nutrient absorption of the human 

body. They not only convert food into nutrients to nourish the entire body but also regulate water 

metabolism. The spleen is responsible for processing clear substances, while the stomach processes 

turbid substances. When the functions of these two organs are compromised, metabolic waste cannot be 

effectively eliminated from the body. Over time, it can lead to the accumulation of fat throughout the 

body, which not only manifests externally but also reflects internal organ dysfunction. There are several 

factors in life that can lead to damage to the spleen and stomach, such as an irregular diet, overwork, or 

a long-term lack of physical activity, which can result in a deficiency of qi in the spleen and stomach. It 

is worth mentioning that obese people tend to prefer greasy and heavy foods, which can contribute to 

dampness in the body. When the spleen is deficient, its transport function becomes imbalanced, 

resulting in abnormal water drainage in the body and the formation of phlegm. Therefore, obese 

individuals often exhibit the presence of internal dampness or damp heat, which is also associated with 

them. TCM weight loss involves comprehensive conditioning that promotes overall body health, 

regulates the internal environment and balances yin and yang, adjusts disordered metabolism and 

endocrine systems, and normalizes the functions of the liver, spleen, and kidneys so as to achieve the 

goal of weight loss. 

4.  TCM Diet Advice and Its Impact on Weight Loss 

4.1.  The role of whole grains 

Traditional Chinese medicine holds that whole grains have the ability to strengthen the spleen and 

stomach, as well as nourish the body and qi. Whole grain staples offer numerous benefits, including 

providing sustained energy and a strong feeling of satiety, making them particularly suitable for weight 

loss. In addition, whole grains are rich in dietary fiber and vitamins, which can increase bowel 

movements and reduce possible constipation. Furthermore, it is rich in gamma-oryzanol and B vitamins, 

which can improve sleep quality. A study by researchers from Tufts University in Boston monitored 

3,000 people in their mid-50s.Those who ate three servings of whole grains a day had waist sizes two 

inches (about 5 centimeters) less than those who didn't consume the same amount, and they also had 

lower blood pressure and lower blood sugar levels[10]. 
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4.2.  Selection of High-quality proteins 

High-quality proteins such as chicken, fish, beans, etc., are considered to have the effect of nourishing 

the body and replenishing righteous qi in TCM dietary recommendations. From the perspective of 

modern nutrition, high-quality protein is those proteins whose amino acid composition is highly 

consistent with the pattern in our human blood, and these amino acids can promote muscle synthesis and 

improve basal metabolic rate, so as to achieve the purpose of weight loss. Among the many plant-based 

foods, although most of the protein does not fully meet our body's needs, the soybean family, including 

the well-known black beans, soybeans, and green beans, is an exception, and their amino acid pattern is 

very similar to our blood pattern, so they are also outstanding representatives of high-quality protein. In 

addition, animal-derived meat, eggs, and milk are all essential sources of high-quality protein in our 

daily diet. With the deepening of the relationship between nutrition and health, exploring the effects of 

specific nutrients on body weight and body fat becomes a research hotspot. In this context, this 12-week 

study was conducted aiming to determine the effect of increasing leptin intake on body weight and on 

body fat percentage. A 12-week study found that the experimental group that increased their lean protein 

intake lost an average of 3% of their body weight and significantly reduced their body fat percentage[9]. 

4.3.  Consumption of fruits and vegetables 

In traditional Chinese medicine theory, fruits and vegetables are believed to primarily have the functions 

of clearing heat and dampness, as well as promoting regular bowel movements. They are rich in 

vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber and antioxidants, which can promote intestinal peristalsis, remove 

toxins and waste products from the body, reduce the burden on the body, and achieve the purpose of 

weight loss. Studies have shown that a daily intake of adequate amounts of vegetables and fruits can 

reduce the risk of obesity by about 20%[11]. In general, the recommended daily intake of vegetables and 

fruits for adults is 300 ~ 500g/d and 200~400g/d[12]. 

5.  The Role of Herbal Medicine in the Treatment of Obesity in TCM 

5.1.  Commonly used herbal formulas for weight loss 

5.1.1.  Lotus leaf and hawthorn tea 

The lotus leaf is known for its ability to clear heat, relieve heat, raise Yang, cool blood, and stop bleeding. 

Modern research has also shown that it can effectively lower fat and aid in weight reduction. 

Additionally, hawthorn has the ability to promote digestion and reduce adipose accumulation by 

eliminating a food-healthy stomach, regulating qi to disperse blood stasis, and transforming turbidity to 

drop fat. A healthy liver, clear eyes, and well-hydrated intestines are essential for eliminating toxins and 

excess waste from the body. 

5.1.2.  Wax gourd sand coix seed Ttea 

Wax gourd has cool skin and a sweet taste, with the effect of clearing away heat and benefiting water, 

reducing swelling, and detoxifying. Job's tears have the effect of promoting water infiltration, spleen, 

and alleviating diarrhea. It also aids in detoxification and dispersing pus, which can enhance water 

metabolism in the body, reduce edema and moisture, and contribute to weight loss.  

It is widely recognized that plants serve as a valuable source of preventive, curative, and therapeutic 

substances[13]. In recent years, there has been a growing recognition of the urgent need to address 

obesity through scientific research and development of herbal medicines. Firstly, herbs can play a role in 

regulating energy metabolism. The components in some herbs can activate lipase and promote the 

decomposition of triglycerides in adipocytes into free fatty acids and glycerol, ultimately reducing fat 

accumulation. For example, catechins found in green tea have been shown to enhance the activity of 

lipooxidase and accelerate the process of lipolysis. Additionally, certain herbs can inhibit key enzymes 

such as fatty acid synthases, thereby reducing the production of new lipogenesis. For example, curcumin 

in turmeric has been shown to inhibit the differentiation of adipocytes and the synthesis of fat[14]. 
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Furthermore, certain herbs have the potential to enhance energy expenditure by increasing basal 

metabolic rate. For instance, ephedrine present in ephedra can stimulate the sympathetic nervous system 

and improve the metabolism. Secondly, herbal medicine can also regulate the endocrine system. Obesity 

is often accompanied by insulin resistance, resulting in increased insulin secretion(Figure 1)[15]. Some 

herbal medicines can improve insulin sensitivity and lower insulin levels. For example, mosaic in moma 

can enhance the activity of insulin receptors and regulate blood glucose and insulin levels. Thyroid 

hormones have an important effect on the metabolism. Certain herbs can regulate thyroid function and 

increase thyroid hormone levels, thereby increasing energy expenditure. For example, iodine in seaweed 

can promote the synthesis of thyroid hormones. 

 

Figure 1. Biomarkers of obesity-mediated insulin resistance: focus on microRNAs [15] 

These herbs may exert weight loss effects by regulating gastrointestinal function, improving lipid 

metabolism, regulating the endocrine system, and improving the body's antioxidant capacity. Therefore, 

an in-depth understanding of the potential mechanisms through which herbal medicine regulates the gut 

microbiota in the treatment of obesity can provide insight into the  pathogenesis of obesity from a new 

perspective and propose innovative therapeutic strategies for obesity[16]. 

6.  Application of Acupuncture in the Treatment of Obesity in Traditional Chinese Medicine 

Acupuncture point selection and stimulation methods Commonly used acupuncture points include 

Zusanli, Zhongguan, and Tianshu, which are known for their ability to regulate the flow of meridian qi 

and blood, and these points can also improve the function of internal organs through various stimulation 

methods such as acupuncture, moxibustion, and electroacupuncture [17]. The mechanism of 

acupuncture in treating obesity may involve several factors, including appetite suppression, regulation 

of gastrointestinal hormone secretion, promotion of fat breakdown and metabolism, and improvement of 

insulin resistance. According to a clinical study, obese patients who received acupuncture treatment lost 

an average of 4.5 kg in weight and approximately 3 cm in waist circumference over a period of three 

months [18]. 

7.  Conclusion 

Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) provides a unique perspective on the treatment of obesity and has 

explored many effective methods and treatments. By combining the wisdom of traditional Chinese 

medicine and applying the theories of yin and yang, as well as qi and blood balance, the disorders of 
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human metabolism caused by imbalances in energy and organ function can be explored, thereby 

inducing obesity. Based on these problems, traditional Chinese medicine can effectively regulate the 

balance of energy and organ function of the human body by rationally adjusting the diet and leveraging 

the benefits of traditional Chinese herbal medicine acupuncture, and other treatment methods, in order to 

achieve the goal of weight loss and maintain a healthy weight. In the future, it is essential to further 

uphold and advance the theories and methodologies of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) in treating 

obesity. There is a need for in-depth exploration of the mechanisms and effectiveness of TCM in 

managing obesity, in order to provide robust evidence and support for comprehensive obesity treatment. 
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