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Introduction

Dry Needling is a hands-on physical therapy approach to treat Myofascial Pain and
Dysfunction. A variety of manual techniques are used during the therapy treatments to
inactivate myofacial trigger points, and to restore normal muscle tones, muscle length,
coordination, function and strength. All skeletal muscles anywhere in the body can be treated
with dry needling or bio-medical acupuncture. It is quickly becoming well known for it’s

effectiveness in treating and relieving chronic pain.

What Is a Trigger Point?

A myofascial trigger point is a hyper-irritable spot in a muscle which is located in a taut

(tight) band and is painful to touch.

This hypersensitive spot or nodule (the “knot”), can give characteristic referred pain,
referred tenderness and other referred symptoms in areas other then where the muscle is
located. (Travel and Simons in Myofascial Pain and Dysfunction: The Trigger Point Manual).

Janet Travell, MD first described the existence of trigger points in the 1940’s.

Treatment of Myofascial Trigger Points

There are several ways to treat myofascial trigger points. Travell and Simons note that
trigger points can be treated by ischemic compression, with spray and stretch, injection with

local anesthetic (trigger point injections) and with dry needling.
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What is Dry Needling?

Dry Needling is a valuable, effective and efficient adjunct treatment to inactivate
myofascial trigger points. It is an invasive procedure in which a thin solid filament sterile
needle is used. Dry Needling involves insertion and repetitive manipulation of the needle in
the myofascial trigger point. The purpose of this technique is to inactivate the myofascial
trigger points by producing a local twitch response. This local twitch response then releases
the shortened bands of muscle fibers. The result is muscle relaxation and pain relief. Eliciting
this local twitch response is key for successful deactivation of the trigger point. No

medication of any kind is injected.

Do the needles hurt?

Dry Needling uses a small, solid filament
needle which is inserted into a painful "knotted"
muscle to create a local twitch response which is
both diagnostic and therapeutic. This is the first
step in breaking the pain cycle as research
shows will decrease muscle contraction, reduce
chemical irritation, improve flexibility, and

decrease pain.

Is Dry Needling like Acupuncture?

No. The only similarity is the tool that is
used (solid thin filament needles). Dry needling is based on Western medical research and
principles while acupuncture is based on Traditional Chinese Medicine. Acupuncture tends

to be a more superficial treatment that focuses on restoring energy to the body.

Dry needling treats the neuromuscular system affecting muscle tightness, joint mobility,

and symptoms of pain and irritation. Dry needling and acupuncture are completely different.
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Inactivation of trigger points can bring

immediate relief of symptoms.

The advantages of dry needling over other treatments
are that we can treat parts of the muscle, and deeper
layers of muscles, which our hands and fingers cannot

reach.

Also, this method is far superior in achieving a local
twitch response over other manual techniques. In
addition, there are no drugs used so we can treat many

trigger points during each treatment.

Indications for the use of Trigger Point Dry Needling

Dry Needling may be incorporated into a treatment plan when myofascial TrPs are
present, which may lead to impairments in body structure, pain, and functional limitations.
TrPs are sources of persistent peripheral nociceptive input and their inactivation is consistent
with current pain management insights. Dry Needling also is indicated with restrictions in
range of motion due to contractured muscle fibers or taut bands, or other soft tissue

restrictions, such as fascial adhesions or scar tissue.

TrPs have been identified in numerous diagnoses, such as:
« radiculopathies,

* joint dysfunction,

« disk pathology,

» tendonitis,

+ craniomandibular dysfunction,

* migraines and tension-type headaches,

* carpal tunnel syndrome,

+ computer-related disorders,

+ whiplash associated disorders,
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+ spinal dysfunction,

* pelvic pain and other urologic syndromes,
* post-herpetic neuralgia,

+ complex regional pain syndrome,

* nocturnal cramps,

+ phantom pain,

+ and other diagnoses such as neuropathy, or neurogenic pruritus.

Results are achieved which cannot be obtained with any other treatment.

Dry Needling is an invasive
procedure and should be performed
only by those clinicians who have taken
additional study and coursework in this
topic and who are qualified to perform
this treatment. At this time, there are
only a few physical therapists certified in

intramuscular manual therapy.

Dry Needling must not be
confused with any type of acupuncture.
Whereas acupuncture is founded on Traditional Chinese Medicine (Dry Needling is based on
Western anatomical and physiological principles. It is founded by scientific concepts and it

continues to evolve using the latest research.

‘. Treatment Approach

Dry Needling is never a treatment by itself. It is
always done in conjunction with other manual and
physical therapy treatments, such as exercises,
postural training, education and other hands on
techniques like soft tissue work, stretching, and

manipulation.
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Since full pain free range of motion is the ultimate goal of myofascial treatments, we
teach the muscles the right away to work in their newly-gained pain free range to restore
their normal function. It is important that you are an active participant in your own
treatments and well being. Therefore you must follow through with your home exercise

program which we will establish specifically for you.

Typically, we will use Dry Needling one to three times a week to inactivate the trigger
points and treatments usually continue for 2 to 6 weeks depending on the severity of your
unique problem. Additional types of therapy or treatments may also be performed to work

on other aspects of your condition.

There is no specific, predetermined number of treatments for patients with myofascial
pain. Chronic conditions will require more treatments than acute conditions. In addition, the
amount of treatments will also depend on concurrent other medical conditions, your
compliance with the exercises, your age and physical condition, and on the amount of visits

recommended or suggested for your particular problem.

How Does It Work?

The primary effect of Dry Needling is that it produces a local twitch response. This
results in muscle relaxation due to the release of shortened bands of muscle fibers. There are

currently several hypotheses regarding the exact mechanism of pain relief.

Lewitt demonstrated the effectiveness of Dry Needling in 1979 in a groundbreaking

study which was published in Pain.

Frost, et.al.proposed that it was the needling procedure itself which caused a muscle
relaxation due to stimulation of the spinal reflex arc, and not because of the injected

medication.

Hong and others emphasized the importance of eliciting a local twitch response during
the application of any needling technique. They also found in a clinical trial that trigger point

dry needling technique is equally effective as an injection with 0.5% lidocane. When treating
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the upper Trapezius muscle, they found no difference in reducing pain intensity, muscle
pressure sensitivity on pressure algometry, and there was an equal increase of cervical range

of motion.

The approach of Chan Gunn, MD from Vancouver, BC, is that chronic myofascial pain
(which he describes as being a chronic pain condition that occurs in the musculoskeletal
system with no obvious sign of injury or inflammation) is caused by an underlying
neuropathic condition. This is treated not only by dry needling the affected muscles, but also
by including the needling of the corresponding paraspinal (back) musculature. This
neuropathic pain model is the foundation for his treatments. His Institute for the Study and
Treatment of pain (iISTOP) identifies this total system for the diagnosis and treatment
technique as Intramuscular Stimulation (IMS). In addition, he supports that there is a

histamine release that causes local irritation and relaxation of the muscle.

According to Fischer the mechanism of Dry Needling that seems to provide muscle
relaxation and pain relief, is that Dry Needling mechanically breaks up the nodularity of the

tissue.

In Ingber’s opinion, the mechanism is one of a decrease in stiffness of the muscle
through an electrical event. Decrease of stiffness increases the flexibility of the muscle, which
is then maintained through myofascial stretching exercises. Yet others indicate that a little
bleeding causes release of so called platelet derived growth factors, which aids in the healing

of the muscle.

Studies by Shah, et.al., published in 2005 and 2008, are clearly demonstrating that soon
after a local twitch response is obtained, normalization of the pH and of several biochemicals
and neurotransmitters occur in the environment surrounding the trigger point. Specifically:
normalization of levels of concentrations of protons, bradykinin, calcitonin gene-related
peptide, substance P, tumor necrosis factor-?, interleukin-1?, serotonin, and norepinephrine

were seen.

These chemicals are involved in regulation of pain. Therefore, normalization of these

levels will decrease the pain.
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Electrical Stimulation of the Needles

”‘; Dry Needling can be combined with electrical
..I : ba stimulation in which the needles become the
electrodes. To use electrical stimulation
combined with Dry Needling, a minimum of 2
needles is required per channel, but multiple
channels can be used simultaneously. The best
results are reached when the needles are
placed within the dermatomes corresponding
to the region of dysfunction. Frequencies between 2 and 4 Hz with high intensity are
commonly used in nociceptive pain conditions and may result in the release of endorphins
and enkephalins. For neuropathic pain, frequencies between 80 and 100 Hz are
recommended, which are thought to affect the release of dynorphin, gamma-aminobutyric

acid, and galanin. The needles can be placed directly in or at either side of a TrP.

Side Effects

Dry Needling may cause an increase in pain which can last from a couple of hours to
several days, followed by an expected improvement in the overall pain state. This increase in
pain is mainly caused by the “twitching” of the muscles. It is also related to over activity of
the shortened muscle bands that have not been released, or sometimes there is a temporarily

increased spasm of the treated muscles.
Complications

Like any medical procedure, there are possible complications. While these
complications are uncommon, they do sometimes occur and must be considered prior to

giving consent to the procedure.

Any time a needle is used there is a risk of infection. However, we are using new,
disposable and sterile needles, and infections are extremely rare. A needle may be placed

inadvertently in an artery or vein.
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If an artery or vein is punctured with the needle, a hematoma (or bruise) will develop.
If a nerve is touched, it may cause paresthesia (a prickling sensation) which is usually brief,
but it may continue for a couple of days. When a needle is placed close to the chest wall,

there is a rare possibility of a pneumothorax (air in the chest cavity).

Before the Treatment

Prior to the treatment, a history will be taken and a thorough examination will be
performed. Patients need to inform us if they have conditions such as pregnancy, if they have
implanted devices like a pacemaker, a bone stimulator or other electrical stimulators, and if

they use medications like blood thinners or immunosuppressants.

To lessen the discomfort, some authors suggest taking extra Vitamin C starting 1-2 days

prior to the treatment and for 1-2 days following the treatment.

During the Treatment

You may be asked to bring loose
fitting clothing for the treatment
or you may need to bring shorts if
the treatment is for your thigh or
knee. However, care will always

be taken to respect your privacy.

You will be in a comfortable

position; usually lying on your
stomach or on your back. When the needle is inserted you may feel a little prick though the
skin. Following this, you will not feel the needle at all when the muscle is relaxed. If the
muscle is tight, there is some soreness. When the needle hits the trigger point, there will be a
local twitch response. This twitch response is very brief and unexpected. It can be
momentarily painful. During your visit, multiple trigger points in several areas will be

treated.
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After the Treatment the treated areas might be sore. This is a muscular soreness (see
“Side Effects”). Therefore, modalities to decrease muscle pain will be helpful: heat and
stretching. Taking extra vitamin C and Ibuprofen (e.g. Motrin, Advil) or Aleve might be
helpful as well. (Ibuprofen or Aleve are suggested only if there are no contra-indications for

you so you may want to check with your primary care provider or pharmacist.)

Other Sources of Information

There are excellent books written about this topic, both for the public and for health
care professionals. There are also many articles published on Dry Needling. There are only a
few accurate websites which have scientifically and evidenced based information. Patient

testimonials are available as well.

To find out if trigger point Dry Needling is right for you

We would be happy to see you in our office and discuss your particular problem in
detail. If dry needling is appropriate a written care plan will be presented for your

consideration.

There is never any obligation to begin or

continue care.
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