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Acupuncture is a common complementary therapy used for various symptoms and conditions. This page 

outlines what acupuncture and dry needling are and their uses after spinal cord injury (SCI). 

 

What is acupuncture? 
Acupuncture is a complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) practice 

that has been used for thousands of years as a component of traditional 

Chinese medicine (TCM). Acupuncture involves the insertion of small thin 

needles into specific points on the body called acupuncture points or 

acupoints.  

Acupuncture is used to treat many different symptoms and conditions. For 

people with SCI, acupuncture is used to treat pain, manage bladder 

problems, and possibly aid functional recovery. 

Key points 
• Acupuncture is a treatment where small thin needles are inserted into specific points on the body to 

treat health conditions. Acupuncture is a complementary and alternative medicine treatment based 

on traditional Chinese medicine.  

• Acupuncture has been studied as a treatment for pain, bladder problems, and to aid functional 

recovery after SCI. 

• Scientists are not entirely sure how acupuncture might work. Its effects on pain, bladder function, 

and functional recovery after SCI are likely related to influences on the nervous system and/or 

circulation. 

• Overall, there is moderate evidence suggesting that acupuncture (including electroacupuncture) may 

be effective for treating neuropathic pain and bladder problems after SCI; and may aid functional 

recovery after SCI. The evidence for treating shoulder pain is unclear. Further studies are needed to 

confirm these findings.  

 

Dry needling 
Dry needling, also known as intramuscular stimulation (IMS), involves the use of similar thin needles that 

are inserted into trigger points. Trigger points are tight, irritable bands in the muscles and fascia that are 

a common cause of musculoskeletal pain. Dry needling typically elicits a small muscle twitch that may 

help to reduce muscle tension. Acupuncture and dry needling differ in both the theories that underlie 

their use and in how they are practiced. 

Acupuncture needles are thin 
needles that are inserted into 
acupuncture points on the body.1 
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How is acupuncture done? 
Acupuncture is performed by health providers such as physiotherapists, physicians, chiropractors, and 

acupuncturists. In many regions, health providers need special training and a license to practice 

acupuncture. 

Before the treatment 
If you are considering trying an acupuncture treatment, it is important to discuss with your health 

providers to make sure that acupuncture is safe for you. Before starting a treatment, your health provider 

will perform an assessment and provide information about the treatment, its risks, and any other 

information you need to decide whether to proceed with an acupuncture treatment. 

During the treatment 
Acupuncture needles are thin, single-use, sterile needles that 

are solid and cannot be used to inject or withdraw fluids 

from the body. The needles are inserted into the surface of 

the skin at locations called acupuncture points. Acupuncture 

points are specific points on the body that are thought to 

influence the body systems. When the needles are inserted 

into the skin, they can cause minimal pain and/or bleeding. 

Once the acupuncture needles are inserted, they may be left 

in for a specific amount of time determined by the therapist 

(usually 20 minutes or longer) before removal. Your 

response will be monitored during and after the treatment. 

While the needles are inserted, some practitioners choose to twist or shallowly plunge the needles into the 

skin or apply other stimulation in the form of heat or electricity to the needles. Acupuncture treatments are 

usually scheduled anywhere from a few days to a week apart. 

 

Other techniques that are related to acupuncture include applying pressure to acupuncture points 

(acupressure), placing slightly suctioned cups on the skin at acupuncture points (cupping), or applying heat 

to acupuncture points (moxibustion). 

Electroacupuncture 
Electrical currents are sometimes used together with acupuncture needles to stimulate acupuncture 

points. This involves using an electrical therapy machine that is attached by alligator clips to needles 

inserted into the skin. 

 

 

Acupuncture points are located at very specific 
points on the body.2 
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How does acupuncture work? 

Traditional Chinese medicine explanation 
Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is based on the belief that illness 

happens because of imbalances in energy flow in the body. This energy 

flow is known as Qi (pronounced ‘chee’) and is thought to flow along lines 

of energy in the body called meridians. Traditional acupuncture points are 

located where these lines are believed to pass close to the surface of the 

skin. Thus, stimulating acupuncture points with needles is thought to 

promote balance of the body’s energy and treat health conditions. 

Modern explanations 
Traditional explanations for how acupuncture works do not align well 

with modern science. Scientists are not entirely sure how acupuncture 

might work, but its effects are likely related to influences on the nervous 

system and/or circulation. 

Pain 
Scientists have proposed several possible explanations for how 

acupuncture could work to reduce pain: 

• By blocking pain from traveling in the nerves 

• By causing the body to release substances that prevent pain (such as endorphins) 

• By altering blood circulation in important areas of the body 

Bladder problems 
Acupuncture may affect bladder function by influencing nerve signals or control centers for urination in 

the brain and spinal cord. 

Functional recovery 
Acupuncture has been proposed as a treatment to improve recovery of function after SCI. This is not well 

understood, but some scientists have proposed that it may be related to reducing damage caused by the 

after-effects of the injury. 

Are there restrictions or precautions for using acupuncture? 
There are certain situations in which acupuncture 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. 

Acupuncture should be used with caution in the following situations: 
• By certain groups of people, such as children, pregnant women, and people with medical conditions 

(such as heart conditions, osteoporosis, or weakened immune systems) 

• Near major organs (such as certain places on the torso or neck)  

• By people who are prone to fainting or have a fear of needles 

Ancient illustration of the acupuncture 
meridians based on Traditional 
Chinese Medicine.3 
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• By people who are prone to autonomic dysreflexia   

• By people who are at risk of bleeding (including people taking anticoagulants) 

• By people who are unable to follow instructions or provide accurate feedback 

Acupuncture should not be used in the following situations: 
• By people with metal allergies 

• In areas with open, infected, inflamed skin or recent surgery 

• Near tumors 

 

What are the risks and side effects of using acupuncture? 
Even for people who are not restricted from using acupuncture (see above), there may be risks and side 

effects with the use of this treatment. The common side effects of acupuncture are usually mild and serious 

complications are rare. However, it is important to discuss these possibilities in detail with your health 

provider before using this treatment. 

Common risks and side effects of acupuncture may include: 
• Bruising, bleeding, and skin irritation 

• Nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea 

• Headaches 

• Sweating 

• Dizziness and fainting 

• Worsening of symptoms (like increased pain or muscles spasms) 

For people with SCI (especially those with injuries above the level of T6), 

acupuncture needles may be a cause of irritation to the body if they are placed 

below the level of injury. This could increase the risk of autonomic dysreflexia 

in some people. 

Rare complications of acupuncture may include:  
• Puncture of the lung (pneumothorax) or other internal organs 

• Nerve injury 

• Infection or spread of infectious diseases (such as Hepatitis B) 

• Needles breaking after they are inserted and becoming embedded in the skin 

• Convulsions 

Many of the rare complications of acupuncture can result from improper acupuncture technique. 

Technique is a very important part of ensuring safety, and there can be major risks if acupuncture is 

performed incorrectly. For example, improper needle placement and not using properly sterilized needles 

or sterile technique can put a person at risk of complications. 

It is important to consider if 
acupuncture will be safe for you.4 

Because of these risks, it is important that acupuncture is only performed by a 

trained health provider. 
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Is acupuncture effective for treating the symptoms of SCI? 

Acupuncture for pain after SCI 
Research has studied acupuncture for the treatment of several different types of 

pain after SCI, including neuropathic pain, shoulder pain, and pain after surgery.  

Shoulder pain 
The evidence is unclear about whether acupuncture helps to reduce shoulder 

pain after SCI. Two studies have compared acupuncture to other treatments, 

including a sham treatment and a movement therapy called Trager therapy. 

Although both of these studies found that acupuncture helped with shoulder 

pain after SCI, it was not more effective than the comparison treatments. 

Further research is needed to determine effectiveness.     

Neuropathic pain 
Moderate evidence from three studies suggests that acupuncture may reduce neuropathic pain after 

SCI. However, two of these studies were low quality so further research is needed to confirm this. 

Acupuncture for bladder problems after SCI 
Three studies have studied acupuncture as a treatment for bladder problems after SCI. These studies 

provide moderate evidence that electroacupuncture used together with conventional therapies may help 

people with SCI to develop effective bladder management earlier after injury.  

Another small study provides weak evidence that regular needle acupuncture may help with bladder 

incontinence caused by hypperreflexic bladder. 

Acupuncture for improving functional recovery after SCI 
One study has investigated acupuncture for improving functional recovery after SCI. It provides moderate 

evidence that acupuncture helps to improve functional recovery early after SCI. However, other 

researchers have debated the quality of the study and whether its conclusions were accurate. More studies 

are needed to confirm whether acupuncture has any effects on the recovery of function after SCI. 

 

The bottom line 
Overall, there is moderate evidence suggesting that acupuncture (including electroacupuncture) may be 

effective for treating neuropathic pain, bladder problems, and possibly for improving functional recovery 

after SCI. The evidence for shoulder pain is unclear. Further studies are needed to confirm these findings.  

There have not been any studies on whether dry needling is effective for treating people with SCI.  

Acupuncture needs to be used with caution in certain situations, but overall is a safe treatment when 

performed by a trained practitioner. Until more research is done, it is best to discuss this treatment with 

your health provider to find out more about if it is a suitable treatment option for you. 

Acupuncture is a common 
alternative treatment for 
pain, however, research is 
currently limited.5 
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For a list of included studies, please see the Reference List. For a review of how we assess evidence at 

SCIRE Community and advice on making decisions, please see SCIRE Community Evidence. 

Related resources 

National Institutes of Health: National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health. “Acupuncture: In Depth”. 

Available from: https://nccih.nih.gov/health/acupuncture/introduction 

Abbreviated reference list  

 

Full reference list and glossary terms available from: community.scireproject.com/topic/acupuncture/#reference-list 

Glossary terms available from: community.scireproject.com/about/glossary/ 
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This page has been adapted from the SCIRE Professional “Pain Management”, “Bladder Management”, and “Upper 

Limb” Modules:  

Mehta S, Teasell RW, Loh E, Short C, Wolfe DL, Hsieh JTC (2014). Pain Following Spinal Cord Injury. In Eng JJ, 

Teasell RW, Miller WC, Wolfe DL, Townson AF, Hsieh JTC, Connolly SJ, Noonan VK, Loh E, McIntyre A, editors. 

Spinal Cord Injury Rehabilitation Evidence. Version 5.0: p 1-79. 

Available from: scireproject.com/evidence/pain-management/ 

Hsieh J, McIntyre A, Iruthayarajah J, Loh E, Ethans K, Mehta S, Wolfe D, Teasell R. (2014). Bladder Management 

Following Spinal Cord Injury. In Eng JJ, Teasell RW, Miller WC, Wolfe DL, Townson AF, Hsieh JTC, Connolly SJ, 

Noonan VK, Loh E, McIntyre A, editors. Spinal Cord Injury Rehabilitation Evidence. Version 5.0: p 1-196. 

Available from: scireproject.com/evidence/bladder-management/ 

Connolly SJ, McIntyre A, Mehta, S, Foulon BL, Teasell RW. (2014). Upper Limb Rehabilitation Following Spinal Cord 

Injury. In Eng JJ, Teasell RW, Miller WC, Wolfe DL, Townson AF, Hsieh JTC, Connolly SJ, Noonan VK, Loh E, 

McIntyre A, editors. Spinal Cord Injury Rehabilitation Evidence. Version 5.0: p 1-77. 

Available from: scireproject.com/evidence/upper-limb/ 

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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