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                                       Health Fact Sheet 
Basics of Traditional Chinese Medicine 

 
 
Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) is one of the oldest systems of medicine in the world – it has developed for 

2,500 years from practical experience and observation.  It is a holistic system which approaches health from a 

very different perspective to Western medicine.   

 

TCM looks at balancing energy is the body.  A lack of well-being and ill health is seen as being due to either an 

excess or a deficiency of various types of energy.  We are all unique biochemically – our individual constitution 

will respond differently to the same thing.  What is good for one person, doesn’t necessarily work for another.   

 

TCM divides energy into five different types, or ‘elements’.  They are obviously quite general in nature, but form a 

set of five different patterns of constitutional differences. 

 

They are named after five physical elements – fire, earth, metal, wood and water.  These are used as metaphors 

for each particular type of energy.   

 

Element Organ Systems Emotions Taste Basic Functions 

Fire Heart/ Small 

intestines 

Excitement, joy Bitter Heart, blood circulation, 

generates warmth, 

energy, activity 

Earth Stomach/spleen Sympathy, worry Sweet Digestion, metabolism, 

use of nutrients 

Metal Lungs/colon Grief, sadness Pungent Controlling vital energy, 

receiving & discharging 

waste, protecting from 

infection 

Water Kidneys/bladder Fear Salty Balance of water & 

minerals, strong 

structural system, 

storing life energy 

Wood Liver/gallbladder Anger, irritability Sour Builds and stores blood, 

regulates flow of chi 

(energy) 

(when referring to organs TCM refers to the energy process which take place primarily in those organs, rather than the organs themselves) 

 

Each of these five element energies can be either in excess or deficient, causing a wide variety of problems. 

 

Let’s look at each of the elements, and their imbalances in more detail: remember, when trying to balance ill 

health, the Chinese are looking at the overall pattern of SYMPTOMS, not just a specific single symptom or disease 

label. 
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Wood Energy 

 

According to the Chinese wood energy: 

 Resides primarily in the liver and gallbladder 

 Builds, stores and detoxifies blood and regulates digestive secretions 

 Regulates menstrual flow 

 Helps balance the function of internal organs 

 Helps make energy and fluids flow smoothly 

 

Wood energy is: 

 A source of courage and ability to make decisions 

 Facilitates harmony and flow in life (ability to adapt, grow, change) 

 Creates anger when blocked or excessive 

 Creates fatigue and discouragement when deficient 

 

Wood imbalances cause: 

 Hypoglycaemia 

 PMT 

 Insomnia 

 Fatigue or grogginess in morning 

 Skin conditions 

 Pain or discomfort in the abdomen 

 Liver problems 

 Frequent headaches 

 Hypochondriac tendencies 

 

Key Symptoms & Indications for Imbalance in Wood Energy 

Excess Deficient 

Toxic blood Anemic blood 

Reddish complexion Pale complexion 

Menstrual pain Scanty periods 

Angry, irritable Depressed, discouraged 

Active, tense Fatigued 

Stuffy or bloated feeling  under right rib cage Anemia & scanty periods (in women) 

Allergies Depression 

Gall bladder problems Fatigue 

Irritable, easily angered Chronic liver problems 

Frustrated, stubborn, aggressive Intestinal inflammation 

 

The herbal formula to help balance excess wood is:  Peony & Cinnamon  

The herbal formula to help balance deficient wood is:  Lycium & Peony 
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Fire Energy 

 

According to the Chinese Fire energy  

 Primarily resides in the heart, and nerves, glands, circulation and small intestine 

 Creates animation, vitality and consciousness 

 Warms the body (metabolism) 

 Circulates blood 

 

Fire energy is: 

 Home of the emotions 

 Creates excitement, enthusiasm, joy 

 To the Chinese the heart houses the spirit 

 Blocked or excess fire creates anxiety, nervousness 

 Deficient fire causes confusion and burnout. 

 

Fire imbalances cause: 

 Nervous system disorders and nervousness and anxiety 

 Emotional sensitivity 

 Heart problems 

 Too much or too little energy 

 Sleep problems 

 Disturbed dreams 

 Memory problems 

 Problems with sexual desire 

 Muscle tension 

 

Key Symptoms and Indications for Imbalance in Fire Energy 

Excess Deficient 

Restless, fast-moving Extreme fatigue 

Mania, overly enthusiastic Feeling overwhelmed & burned out 

Difficulty in getting to sleep Difficulty staying asleep 

Red tip on tongue with wiry, tense pulse Quivering tongue 

Nervousness, anxiety, fidgety, manic & excitable Nervous exhaustion 

Muscle tension Loss of sex drive 

Heart palpitations Night sweats 

Tension headaches Confused, muddled thinking 

 Restless, disturbed dreams & sleep 

 

The herbal formula to help balance excess fire is:  Stress Relief 

The herbal formula to help balance deficient fire is:  Biota & Schizandra 
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Earth Energy 

 

According to the Chinese Earth energy: 

 Primarily resides in the stomach 

 Chinese ‘spleen’ transforms food to muscle 

 Helps create blood 

 Source of energy 

 Digestion, assimilation, use of nutrients 

 

Earth energy is: 

 Nurturing, supportive, reliable, mothering energy 

 Tendency to worry, can be brooding and unrealistic 

 Overly sympathetic or smothering at times 

 

Earth imbalance causes: 

 Indigestion 

 Intestinal gas 

 Bloating 

 Worries and fears 

 Food cravings 

 Other digestive problems 

 Weight problems – both over and under 

 

Key Symptoms and Indications of Imbalance in Earth Energy 

Excess Deficient 

Acute acid indigestion Lack of hydrochloric acid, poor protein digestion 

Belching with bad taste in mouth Food sits heavily on the stomach after eating 

Abdominal pain or discomfort Chronically poor appetite 

Heavily coated tongue Pale tongue 

Cravings for sugar Overweight with poor muscle tone OR excessively thin 

Acid reflux Chronic digestive weakness & poor appetite 

Frequent nausea & digestive upset Hiatal hernia 

 

The herbal formula to help balance excess earth energy is:  Anti Gas Formula 

The herbal formula to help balance deficient earth energy is:  Gingseng & Ginger (Spleen Activator) 
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Metal Energy 

 

According to the Chinese Metal energy: 

 Primarily resides in the skin and the mucous membranes (lungs, colon) 

 Is responsible for defending the body against disease (immune) 

 Rules energy – receives, circulates and eliminates energy 

 Helps regulate moisture 

 

Metal energy is: 

 Protective, defensive 

 Organized, logical, discriminating 

 High ideals, but can be dogmatic, compulsively neat and self-righteous 

 Damaged by excessive grief and sadness 

 

Metal imbalance causes: 

 Respiratory problems 

 Coughing 

 Difficulty breathing 

 Sadness and grief 

 Frequent infections 

 Immune problems 

 

 

Key Symptoms & Indications for Imbalances in Metal Energy 

Excess Deficient 

Heavy mucus production Scant mucus production 

Acute respiratory congestion Chronic respiratory congestion 

Productive (damp) cough Dry cough, tightness in chest 

Excessive grieving, sadness Aloof & emotionally distant, repressed grief 

Allergies & hayfever General weakness 

Swollen lymph nodes Frequent colds & infections 

Thick, white or pale mucus Shortness of breath 

Bronchitis & asthma Dry cough 

Swollen tongue with thick coating  

 

The herbal formula to help balance excess metal energy is:  Breath EZ 

The herbal formula to help balance deficient metal energy is: Astragulus & Ganoderma (Lung Support) 
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Water Energy 

 

According to the Chinese Water energy: 

 Resides primarily in the kidneys, bladder and adrenal glands 

 Is a source of inherited constitutional strength 

 Governs bone and tooth development 

 Governs aging 

 Balances fluids and minerals 

 

Water energy is 

 Cautious, sensible, deep thinking 

 Tends to be honest, reflective, curious and intellectual 

 Can be blunt, reclusive and eccentric 

 Disrupted by fear 

 

Water imbalance causes: 

 Urinary tract infections 

 Back pain 

 Prostate problems 

 Bladder infections 

 Structural problems (neck, shoulders, legs, knees, ankles etc) 

 Excessive fears 

 

 

Key Symptoms and Indications of Imbalance in Water Energy 

Excess Deficient 

Scanty or clear urine, burning urination Frequent, urgent urination.  Dribbling following urination 

Fluid retention, odema Brittle bones, weak structure, osteoporosis, arthritis 

Swollen, damp tongue with moist coating Pale tongue, often dry 

Puffy under eyes Dark circles under eyes 

Sluggish feeling in afternoon Ringing in ears 

Swollen lymph nodes Grey hair 

 Chronic spinal misalignment 

 Impotence or lack of sexual desire 

 

The herbal formula to help excess water energy is:  Juniper and Parsley 

The herbal formula to help deficient water energy is:  Eucommia & Achyranthes  
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Balancing Yin & Yang 

 

Yin and yang are seen as being two different manifestations of energy – everything has its opposite.  

Hot/cold, in/out/ up/down, dark/light etc.  Nothing is seen as being purely yin or purely yang – 

everything always contains something of both.  One is usually seen to be in dominance. 

 

Key Symptoms and Indications of Excess Yin and Yang 

Excess  Yang Deficient Yin 

Acute inflammation     Dry mouth, skin, eyes 

Fever Frequent urination 

Acute infection Hypoglycaemia 

Bright red tongue Night sweats 

Pain Burning sensations 

 Constipation with dry, hard stools 

 

The herbal formula for excess yang is:  IF-C or Dandelion & Purslane (VS-C) 

The herbal formula for deficient yin is:  HY-C 

 

The Chinese also look at balancing Chi or energy and blood. 

 

Key Indications for Balancing Chi and Blood 

Stagnant Chi Deficient Chi Deficient Blood 

Depression Chronic fatigue Thin, emaciated body 

Heavy, sad feelings General weakness Tremors in limbs 

Worry, anxiety Cold, pale skin Dry skin, lackluster complexion 

Insomnia Anorexia, poor appetite Impaired vision, spots in vision 

Prolapsed organs Frequent illness Thin pulse 

Migrating pains Discouraged, sad, afraid  

Hypersensitivity Slow recovery from illness  

 

A balancing formula for stagnant chi is:  Perilla & Cyperus (Mood Elevator) 

A balancing formula for deficient chi and building blood is:  Astragulus & Ganoderma (Trigger Immune) 

 

Astragulus & Ganoderma (Trigger Immune)  also acts as a general tonic for all five elements. 

Chinese Mineral Chi Tonic also helps to balance the flow of energy through the meridians and to 

increase chi and fire. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* named formulas are from Nature’s Sunshine.  They should be available through the internet. 


