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Needling: is there a point?

The popularity of dry needling (DN) continues to expand
throughout the world. A growing number of jurisdictions
are approving DN as within the scope of practice of
physical therapists, chiropractors, acupuncturists,
myotherapists (Australia), and more recently, occupa-
tional therapists and athletic trainers. Several United
States entry-level university physical therapy programs
are offering introductory DN courses, and most profes-
sional sports teams in the US employ physical therapists
and athletic trainers who use DN in the care of their
athletes. Even some emergency departments of hospitals
use DN, among other alternatives, to reduce the number
of opioid prescriptions for musculoskeletal pain [1].

While most commonly DN is directed at trigger
points [2], its contemporary use also targets tendons
[3,4], entheses [5], periosteum [6], scar tissue [7], and
fascia [8] to reduce local and referred pain, lessen spas-
ticity [9,10], eliminate neural entrapments [11], increase
range of motion [12], or normalize muscle activation
patterns [13]. DN is a safe anatomy-driven procedure
[14], although there are inherent risks when safety pre-
cautions are not taken into account [15-18]. From 2013
to 2017, the database of CNA (the underwriting com-
pany for the APTA-endorsed physical therapy profes-
sional liability insurance plan) showed a total of 34
claims in 19 different states arising from DN practice.
During that time period, US-based physical therapists
may have performed well over 125 million DN treat-
ments, assuming that about 25,000 physical therapists
performed DN on average of 5 times per workday
during 40 weeks in each given year.

From a research perspective, many questions remain.

e Is DN more effective than other treatment
options? Does DN induce clinically meaningful
changes [19-21]?

e Which method of DN is preferred, if any [22,23]?

e |s it necessary to elicit local twitch responses [24-
2717

e What constitutes safe DN practice [14,28-31]?

¢ Which patient populations may benefit the most
from DN? Is DN contraindicated for patients with
certain medical diagnoses? What is the best
dosage of DN for various conditions [32]?

This special issue addresses several of these questions.
Two randomized clinical trials (RCT) are included compar-
ing DN to other interventions. Differing approaches to
DN are used clinically, and this is reflected in the RCTs
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presented here [19,21]. One variation in approach to DN
relates to the depth of needle penetration. This issue
contains a systematic review with meta-analysis evaluat-
ing the effects of deep versus superficial needling [22].
Safety concerns are presented through a clinical com-
mentary on patient screening [32], a descriptive study to
examine safety factors related to patient position during
DN [28], and a case study involving an adverse event
following filiform needle use [33].

The first RCT examined people with low back pain and
used DN applied segmentally to the paraspinal muscles
as well as to innervation fields of peripheral nerves [19].
This intervention was compared to non-thrust manipula-
tion under the premise that both interventions have
mechanical and physiological effects, and some of the
mechanisms resulting in pain relief may be shared
between the techniques. The authors found no differ-
ence in outcomes between treatment groups, although
they did find within-group improvements resulting from
both interventions. In the second RCT, authors compared
DN of myofascial trigger points in the upper trapezius to
trigger point compression [21]. The authors concluded
that both interventions resulted in improvements in pain
and disability for up to three months following interven-
tion. Interestingly, while both RCTs found within group
improvements, they found no significant difference
between DN and the interventions to which they com-
pared (Griswold 2019; Ziaeifar 2019). The authors discuss
clinical implications for their findings.

The systematic review and meta-analysis con-
ducted by Griswold and colleagues were done to
evaluate the effects of needle depth during treatment
of patients with spinal pain [22]. Studies included in
this review used superficial or deep needling per-
formed as DN or acupuncture. Their findings favored
deep needling for pain reduction, while differences
were not found for disability measures. The authors
discuss change scores and present results of a sub-
analysis on local versus distant needling.

The clinical commentary on patient screening guides
clinicians to be mindful of medical conditions with which
patients present, and associated risk factors that may
influence decisions about the use of DN [32].
Specifically, the authors discuss conditions commonly
mistaken for musculoskeletal conditions using a system-
specific approach to present clinical considerations
regarding technique and dosage of DN. In addition to
screening patients for safety, choice of approach to DN
may also influence patient safety. This issue also contains
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an observational study examining patient positioning as
a factor in determining the size of the ‘safe needle zone’
to avoid neurovascular structures when needling the
iliacus muscle [28]. In the event when adverse events
do occur, case studies can be a learning opportunity for
readers to prevent similar future occurrences. The case
presented in this special issue involves a patient who was
seen in physical therapy after surgical removal of broken
needles during acupuncture treatment. The author pro-
poses considerations for prevention of such events [33].

In spite of the growing popularity of DN, not all phy-
sical therapists agree that DN or even the trigger point
concept should be part of the scope of physical therapy
[34]. According to Nada, ‘trigger point dry needling is
a money grabbing marketing ploy hiding behind a veil
of tooth-fairy and pseudoscience. No matter how well
presented, this takes the profession further away from
our roots and closer to fringe CAM (complementary and
alternative medicine) professions’ [35]. Others opined
that ‘DN is an utter fool’s errand wrought with placebo
.. induced by maximal ritual effect, novel and exciting
stimulus as well as an injection of hope for those despe-
rate enough to allow someone to stab them with
a needle’ [36]. While it is conceivable that the act of DN
offered within a therapeutic context may be sufficient to
facilitate a positive response by evoking brain activation
in reward-related brain areas [37], these characterizations
do not seem to match the current state of affairs.

References

[1]1 Wang HL ER reduces opioid use by more than half with
dry needles, laughing gas 2018 [cited 2019 April 21].
Available from: https://www.npr.org/sections/health-
shots/2018/02/20/577139699/er-reduces-opioid-use-
by-more-than-half-with-dry-needles-laughing-gas

[2] Cerezo-Tellez E, Torres-Lacomba M, Mayoral-Del-
Moral O, et al. Health related quality of life improve-
ment in chronic non-specific neck pain: secondary
analysis from a single blinded, randomized clinical
trial. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2018 Nov 6;16
(1):207. 10.1186/512955-018-1032-6. PubMed PMID:
30400984; PubMed Central PMCID: PMCPMC6219051.

[3] Lopez-Martos R, Gonzalez-Perez LM, Ruiz-Canela-
Mendez P, et al. Randomized, double-blind study com-
paring percutaneous electrolysis and dry needling for
the management of temporomandibular myofascial
pain. Medicina oral, patologia oral y cirugia bucal.
2018 Jul 1;23(4):e454-e462. PubMed PMID: 29924769;
PubMed Central PMCID: PMCPMC6051683. .

[4] Krey D, Borchers J, McCamey K. Tendon needling for
treatment of tendinopathy: a systematic review. Phys
Sportsmed. 2015 Feb;43(1):80-86. PubMed PMID:
25613418..

[5] Ferndndez de Las Pefas C, Arias-Buria L,
Dommerholt J, Dry needling for fascia, scar and ten-
don. In: Dommerholt J, Ferndndez de Las Penas C,
editors Trigger point dry needling - an evidence-
based approach, Vol. 2. Edinburgh:Elsevier; 2018, in
press. p. 31-41

(6]

[7]

(8]

[l

[10]

(11l

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

(171

(8]

(19l

Dunning J, Butts R, Young |, et al. Periosteal electrical
dry needling as an adjunct to exercise and manual
therapy for knee osteoarthritis: a multicenter rando-
mized clinical trial. Clin J Pain. 2018 Dec;34
(12):1149-1158. PubMed PMID: 29864043; PubMed
Central PMCID: PMCPMC6250299.

Tuckey C, Kohut S, Edgar DW. Efficacy of acupuncture in
treating scars following tissue trauma. Scars Burn Heal.
2019;5:2059513119831911. PubMed PMID: 30886746;
PubMed Central PMCID: PMCPMC6415480. .
Anandkumar SM, Manivasagam M. Effect of fascia dry
needling on non-specific thoracic pain - A proposed
dry needling grading system. Physiother Theory Pract.
2017 May;33(5):420-428. PubMed PMID: 28481688. .
Sanchez-Mila Z, Salom-Moreno J, Fernandez-de-Las-
Penas C. Effects of dry needling on post-stroke spas-
ticity, motor function and stability limits:
a randomised clinical trial. Acupunct Med. 2018
Dec;36(6):358-366. PubMed PMID: 29986902. .
Fakhari Z, Ansari NN, Naghdi S, et al. A single group,
pretest-posttest clinical trial for the effects of dry
needling on wrist flexors spasticity after stroke.
NeuroRehabilitation. 2017;40(3):325-336. PubMed
PMID: 28222554.

Gascon-Garcia J, Bagur-Calafat C, Girabent-Farres M,
et al. Validation of the range of dry needling with the
fascial winding technique in the carpal tunnel using
ultrasound. J Bodyw Mov Ther. 2018 Apr;22
(2):348-353. PubMed PMID: 29861232.

Ansari NN, Alaei P, Naghdi S, et al. Immediate effects
of dry needling as a novel strategy for hamstring
flexibility: a single blinded clinical pilot study.
J Sport Rehabil. 2018 Dec 11:1-23. PubMed PMID:
30526283. DOI: 10.1123/jsr.2018-0013

Bohlooli N, Ahmadi A, Maroufi N, et al. Differential
activation of scapular muscles, during arm elevation,
with and without trigger points. J Bodyw Mov Ther.
2016;20:26-34.

Brady S, McEvoy J, Dommerholt J. et al. Adverse
events following dry needling: a prospective survey
of chartered physiotherapists. J Manual Manipul Ther.
2014;22(3):134-140.

McManus R, Cleary M. Radial nerve injury following
dry needling. BMJ Case Rep. 2018 Jan 26;2018.
PubMed PMID: 29374631; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMCPM(C5786962. DOI:10.1136/bcr-2017-221302.

Lee JH, Lee H, Jo DJ. An acute cervical epidural
hematoma as a complication of dry needling. Spine
(Phila Pa 1976). 2011 Jun;36(13):E891-3. PubMed
PMID: 21289580.

Kim DC, Glenzer S, Johnson A, et al. Deep infection
following dry needling in a young athlete: an under-
reported complication of an increasingly prevalent
modality: a case report. J Bone Joint Surg Am.
2018;8(3):e73. PubMed PMID: 30256243. .

Uzar T, Turkmen |, Menekse EB, et al. A case with iatro-
genic pneumothorax due to deep dry needling. Radiol
Case Rep. 2018 Dec;13(6):1246-1248. PubMed PMID:
30258516; PubMed Central PMCID: PMCPMC6148831.
Griswold D, Gargano F, Learman KE, A randomized
clinical trial comparing non-thrust manipulation with
segmental and distal dry needling on pain, disability,
and rate of recovery for patients with non-specific
low back pain. J Man Manip Ther. 2019 Feb 9:1-11.
PubMed PMID: 30935327. DOI:10.1080/
10669817.2019.15743809.


https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/20/577139699/er-reduces-opioid-use-by-more-than-half-with-dry-needles-laughing-gas
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/20/577139699/er-reduces-opioid-use-by-more-than-half-with-dry-needles-laughing-gas
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/20/577139699/er-reduces-opioid-use-by-more-than-half-with-dry-needles-laughing-gas
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsr.2018-0013
https://doi.org/10.1136/bcr-2017-221302
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1574389
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1574389

[20]

[21]

[22]

(23]

[26]

[28]

(30]

(311

De Meulemeester KE, Castelein B, Coppieters |, et al.
Comparing trigger point dry needling and manual
pressure technique for the management of myofas-
cial neck/shoulder pain: a randomized clinical trial.
J Manipulative Physiol Ther. 2017 Jan;40(1):11-20.
PubMed PMID: 28017188.

Ziaeifar M, Arab AM, Mosallanezhad Z, et al. Dry
needling versus trigger point compression of the
upper trapezius: a randomized clinical trial with
two-week and three-month follow-up. J Man Manip
Ther. 2018 Oct 15:1-10. PubMed PMID: 30935341.
DOI: 10.1080/10669817.2018.1530421

Griswold D, Wilhelm M, Donaldson M, et al. The effec-
tiveness of superficial versus deep dry needling or
acupuncture for reducing pain and disability in indi-
viduals with spine-related painful conditions:
a systematic review with meta-analysis. J Man Manip
Ther. 2019 Mar 19:1-13. PubMed PMID: 30935320.
DOI:10.1080/10669817.2019.1589030

Dunning J, Butts R, Mourad F, et al. Dry needling:
a literature review with implications for clinical prac-
tice guidelines. Phys Ther Rev. 2014 Aug;19
(4):252-265. PubMed PMID: 25143704; PubMed
Central PMCID: PMCPMC4117383.

Perreault T, Dunning J, Butts R. The local twitch response
during trigger point dry needling: is it necessary for
successful outcomes? J Bodyw Mov Ther. 2017 Oct;21
(4):940-947. PubMed PMID: 29037652. .

Koppenhaver SL, Walker MJ, Rettig C, et al. The asso-
ciation between dry needling-induced twitch
response and change in pain and muscle function in
patients with low back pain: a quasi-experimental
study. Physiotherapy. 2017 Jun;103(2):131-137.
PubMed PMID: 27623385.

Gerber LH, Sikdar S, Aredo JV, et al. Beneficial effects of
dry needling for treatment of chronic myofascial pain
persist for 6 weeks after treatment completion. Pm & R.
2017 Feb;9(2):105-112. PubMed PMID: 27297448;
PubMed Central PMCID: PMCPMC5149452.

De Meulemeester K, Calders P, Dewitte V, et al.
Surface electromyographic activity of the upper tra-
pezius before and after a single dry needling session
in female office workers with trapezius myalgia. Am
J Phys Med Rehabil. 2017 Dec;96(12):861-868.
PubMed PMID: 28644247.

Ball AM, Finnegan M, Koppenhaver S, et al. The rela-
tive risk to the femoral nerve as a function of patient
positioning: potential implications for trigger point
dry needling of the iliacus muscle. J Man Manip
Ther. 2019 Feb 20:1-10. PubMed PMID: 30935326.
DOI: 10.1080/10669817.2019.1568699

McDowell JM, Johnson GM, Hale L. Adverse reactions
to acupuncture: policy recommendations based on
practitioner opinion in New Zealand.
N Z J Physiother. 2013;41(3):94-101.

McDowell JM, Kohut SH, Betts D. Safe acupuncture
and dry needling during pregnancy: New Zealand
physiotherapists’ opinion and practice. J Integr Med.
2019 Jan;17(1):30-37. PubMed PMID: 30528519. .
McEvoy J. Trigger point dry needling: safety guide-
lines. In: Dommerholt J, Ferndndez-de-Las-Penas C,

[32]

[33]

[34]

[35]

[36]

[37]

JOURNAL OF MANUAL & MANIPULATIVE THERAPY @ 127

editors. Trigger point dry needling - an evidenced
and clinical-based approach. 2 ed. Edinburgh:
Churchill, Livingstone (Elsevier); 2018. p. 55-72.
Kearns G, Fernandez-De-Las-Penas C, Brismee JM,
et al. New perspectives on dry needling following
a medical model: are we screening our patients
sufficiently?. J Man Manip Ther. 2019 Jan 19:1-8.
PubMed PMID: 30935332. DOI: 10.1080/
10669817.2019.1567011

Snyder D Acupuncture Gone Awry: A case report of
a patient who required surgical removal of two
single-use filament needles following acupuncture
treatment. The Journal of manual & manipulative ther-
apy. 2019.

Weisman A, Meakins A, Rotem-Lehrer N. A delphi
study: defining a unicorn. Pain Med. 2018 Jun 1;19
(6):1295. PubMed PMID: 29300966. .

Nada J. Somasimple 2018 [cited 2019 April 21].
Available from: https://www.somasimple.com/for
ums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-
therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/20376-pot-
pourri/page76

Proud. Is dry needling manual therapy? 2013 [cited
2019 April 21]. Available from: https://www.somasim
ple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-
therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-
discussion/16932-is-dry-needling-manual-therapy
Lee IS, Wallraven C, Kong J, et al. When pain is not
only pain: inserting needles into the body evokes
distinct reward-related brain responses in the context
of a treatment. Physiol Behav. 2015;140:148-155.

Jan Dommerholt

Bethesda Physiocare, Inc., Bethesda, MD, USA
Myopain Seminars, LLC, Bethesda, MD, USA
PhysioFitness, LLC, Rockville, MD, USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6415-029X

César Ferndndez-de-las-Penas

Department of Physical Therapy, Occupational
Therapy, Rehabilitation and Physical Medicine,
Universidad Rey Juan Carlos, Alcorcén, Madrid,
Spain

Cdtedra de Investigacién y Docencia en
Fisioterapia: Terapia Manual, Puncién Seca

y Ejercicio Terapéutico, Universidad Rey Juan
Carlos, Alcorcén, Madrid, Spain

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3772-9690

Shannon Mbravo Petersen

Department of Physical Therapy, Des Moines
University, Des Moines, 1A, USA

® Shannon.petersen@dmu.edu
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8992-3941


https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2018.1530421
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1589030
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1568699
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1567011
https://doi.org/10.1080/10669817.2019.1567011
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/20376-pot-pourri/page76
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/20376-pot-pourri/page76
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/20376-pot-pourri/page76
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/20376-pot-pourri/page76
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/16932-is-dry-needling-manual-therapy
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/16932-is-dry-needling-manual-therapy
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/16932-is-dry-needling-manual-therapy
https://www.somasimple.com/forums/forum/physiotherapy-physical-therapy-manual-therapy-bodywork/general-discussion/16932-is-dry-needling-manual-therapy

	References



