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Key points
• Baclofen (Lioresal) is a medication that is used to relax muscles affected by spasticity after spinal
cord injury (SCI).
• Baclofen is derived from gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA), a chemical in the body that helps to
reduce reflexes that are responsible for spasticity.
• Baclofen can be taken by mouth as a tablet or injected into the spinal canal in a liquid form through
an implanted intrathecal baclofen pump.
• Research evidence supports that both baclofen tablets and baclofen pumps are effective to reduce
spasticity after SCI.

What is baclofen?
Baclofen is a medication that is used to treat spasticity. It is also
known by the trade name Lioresal. Baclofen is a muscle
relaxant medication that helps to reduce muscle tension and
spasms caused by nervous system disorders like spinal cord
injury and multiple sclerosis.

A ball and stick model of baclofen.1

Baclofen is derived from a chemical called gamma aminobutyric
acid (GABA), which reduces muscle activity. It can enter into
the brain and spinal cord, where it helps to reduce reflexes
responsible for spasticity. Baclofen can be taken by mouth as a
tablet or injected into the spinal canal as a fluid using an
implanted baclofen pump.
Baclofen in tablet form is usually the first type of medication
used to treat spasticity after SCI. There is strong evidence that
oral baclofen improves the symptoms of spasticity after SCI.
Baclofen administered by intrathecal pump is usually a last
option that is explored because of the surgery that is required
to implant the pump. However, when it is used, there is strong
evidence that intrathecal baclofen is effective to treat the
symptoms of spasticity in people with SCI.

Watch our Intrathecal Baclofen video where Dr. Vu
explains how the technology works and Dr. Verma
describe how it has improved his life.
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How is baclofen used?
Baclofen is a prescription medication that is given with specific instructions from your health providers on
how to take it. It is important to follow their instructions closely when taking this medication and discuss
any questions you have about your use of the medication directly with your team.

Baclofen tablets
Baclofen is usually taken by mouth as a tablet. Baclofen is
prescribed at a unique dose for you and then carefully
monitored. Treatment is usually started with a trial of a low
dose of the drug to find out if it works and then slowly
increased to determine the optimal dose. This dose will
then be maintained while continuing to take the drug.
You can expect some side effects when starting Baclofen
(and any other anti-spasticity drug), so do not be surprised
if that should happen. As your body gets used to the new
Baclofen tablet 20 mg. 2
drug, the side effects can improve and in some cases
completely resolve. Side effects, if they occur, usually are experienced before the drug starts to work on the
spasticity therefore it is important to stay on the drug as long as the side effects are tolerable. If the side
effects have not improved or are not tolerable by the end of 2 weeks of starting the new drug, and you
don’t feel that the benefit of the drug is worth the side effects that you are experiencing, then notify your
physician as you will likely have to either decrease the dose or consider trying another drug instead.

Baclofen pumps (Intrathecal baclofen)
Baclofen may also be injected directly into the sac
that surrounds the spinal cord. This is called
intrathecal baclofen. Intrathecal means “within the
spinal sac” (also called the thecal sac).
Intrathecal baclofen is usually administered using a
surgically implanted baclofen pump that is placed
under the skin near the abdomen. The pump is then
connected to the spinal cord fluid through a thin tube
(catheter) that travels through your soft tissue
underneath the skin. The pump provides a dose of
the medication through the catheter at regular
intervals according to its settings.
Baclofen pumps are first managed by a health
Diagram showing an intrathecal pump inside the spinal column. 3
provider in a hospital setting in the early days
following surgical implantation. Then, the device
can be programmed to release a programmed dose of baclofen throughout the day for use at home.
Regular visits to the intrathecal baclofen pump doctor are required to refill the pump and monitor for any
problems. Therefore, in order for you to be a candidate for getting the pump, you need to be able to travel
from where you live to where the pump can be serviced. The pump can be removed if you decide you no
longer would like to receive the treatment.
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When are baclofen pumps used?
Typically, intrathecal baclofen is recommended when spasticity is severe and widespread throughout
the body, and other approaches to manage your spasticity, such as medications by mouth, have not
worked. Much lower doses of baclofen are used when given as an intrathecal injection. This may
help people with severe spasticity to manage spasticity more effectively, and usually results in no side
effects.
However, it is important to know that complications with the pump can occur, potentially causing
episodes of too much baclofen (baclofen overdose) or too little baclofen (baclofen withdrawal) to be
delivered. Therefore, it is important to consult with an intrathecal baclofen pump expert in order to
determine if the pump is a good option for you.

Are there restrictions or precautions for using baclofen?
Baclofen is not appropriate for everyone. There are certain situations in which it may not be safe to use.
This is not a complete list; please consult a health provider for detailed safety information before using this
treatment.

Baclofen should not be used in the following situations:
• By people with health conditions such as epilepsy, kidney problems, diabetes, or breathing problems
• By people with conditions that cause confusion or depression
• By people with abnormal blood circulation in the brain
• By people experiencing pain in the stomach or intestine
• By individuals with a baclofen allergy
• By pregnant and nursing women
• Oral baclofen may be unsafe in individuals with liver disease or difficulty urinating
• Intrathecal baclofen may be unsafe for people with a history of heart problems, infections, or by
those who are prone to autonomic dysreflexia

What are the risks and side effects of using baclofen?
Even for those who are not restricted from using baclofen (see above), there may be risks and side effects
with the use of this treatment. It is important to discuss these possibilities in detail with your health
provider before using this treatment.

Risks and side effects of baclofen may include:
• Drowsiness, tiredness, or dizziness
• Muscle weakness
• Confusion
• Difficulty sleeping (insomnia)
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• Interactions with other drugs such as antidepressants, sleeping pills, alcohol, and other medications
• Baclofen pumps are implanted surgically, which carries a risk of infection and other surgical risks
Because baclofen helps to relax the muscles, it may also have unintended effects on other medical
problems that benefit from increased muscle tone. For example:
• It may further reduce the cough reflex in people who already have trouble coughing
• It may make it more difficult to walk, stand, or do other tasks requiring muscle strength and
movement
• Baclofen pumps may make it more difficult for men to have erections, although this may be regained
when reducing the dose or stopping treatment
In addition, stopping baclofen therapy abruptly can cause withdrawal. This can
cause a variety of symptoms, including seizures, hallucinations, confusion, and fever.
When baclofen is stopped, the dose of the medication should be gradually lowered over
time before it can be stopped. It is important to follow the routine recommended by
your health providers when stopping use of this medication.

Important considerations when treating spasticity
Although we often focus on the negative effects of spasticity, it can also have benefits. For example,
spasticity in the legs can sometimes help people transfer more effectively or stand and walk. For this
reason, when treatments like baclofen work the way they are supposed to, they can sometimes have
negative effects, such as:
• Reduced functional abilities, such as the ability to transfer, stand, or walk
• Loss of health benefits of spasticity, such as better circulation and muscle strength
• Loss of spasticity as a warning sign of other health problems (such as infections or injuries below
the level of injury)
The decision to treat spasticity needs to be made by you and your health team on a
Refer to our
article on
personal basis, taking into consideration function, symptoms, and the benefits and
Spasticity for
drawbacks of treatment.
more
information!

The bottom line
Baclofen is a common treatment for spasticity after SCI. Both baclofen tablets and baclofen pumps are
effective for reducing spasticity in people with SCI. As baclofen therapy requires careful dosing and
monitoring, it is important to discuss with your health provider about whether this treatment option is
suitable for you and how to use it appropriately.
For a list of included studies, please see the Reference List. For a review of what we mean by “strong”,
“moderate”, and “weak” evidence, please see SCIRE Community Evidence Ratings.
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Disclaimer: This document does not provide medical advice. This information is provided for educational
purposes only. Consult a qualified health professional for further information or specific medical advice.
The SCIRE Project, its partners and collaborators disclaim any liability to any party for any loss or
damage by errors or omissions in this publication.
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