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INTRODUCTION TO TENS
THERAPY

If you have ever struggled with
persistent pain, whether from an old
injury, a chronic condition like arthritis,
or post-surgical recovery, you have likely
searched for relief methods that do not
rely solely on medication.
Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve
Stimulation, commonly known as TENS
therapy, offers a drug-free alternative
that many people find effective. A TENS
machine delivers small electrical pulses
through electrodes placed on the skin to
help manage pain. While the idea of
using electricity on your body might
sound intimidating at first, learning how
to use a tens machine is surprisingly
straightforward and can become a
valuable part of your pain management
routine. This guide will walk you through
everything you need to know, from
preparation to advanced tips, ensuring
you use your device safely and
effectively.

WHAT IS A TENS MACHINE AND
HOW DOES IT WORK?

A TENS machine is a small, battery-
operated device designed to provide
pain relief by sending mild electrical
impulses through the skin. These
impulses stimulate the nerves in the
treated area, which can help reduce pain
signals reaching the brain. The two main
theories explaining how TENS works are

the Gate Control Theory, which suggests
that the electrical impulses block pain
signals from traveling to the brain, and
the idea that TENS stimulates the
production of endorphins, the body's
natural painkillers.

Understanding this basic mechanism is
important because it influences how you
position the electrodes and choose your
settings. When you know how to use a
tens machine correctly, you are able to
target specific nerve pathways and
maximize the therapeutic benefit.

PREPARING TO USE YOUR TENS
MACHINE

Before you begin, take a few minutes to
prepare both yourself and your device.
Proper preparation ensures safety,
comfort, and effectiveness.

Check Your
Device and
Supplies

Make sure your TENS machine is fully
charged or has fresh batteries. Gather
your electrode pads, lead wires, and the
instruction manual for your specific
model. Check the electrodes for
cleanliness and adhesion. If they are
worn out or no longer sticky, replace
them with new ones. Old electrodes do
not conduct electricity well and can
cause inconsistent stimulation.
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Inspect Your Skin

Your skin should be clean, dry, and free
from cuts, rashes, or irritation. Avoid
applying lotions, oils, or creams to the
area where you will place the electrodes,
as these can interfere with adhesion and
conductivity. If you have sensitive skin,
you may want to test a small area first.

Understand Your
Pain Source

Identify the exact location and type of
pain you want to treat. TENS is most
effective for localized pain, such as a
sore muscle, a stiff joint, or a specific
area of back pain. If your pain is
widespread or comes from a deep
internal source, TENS might not be the
best option, and you should talk to a
healthcare provider.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO
USE A TENS MACHINE

Now that you are prepared, follow these
steps carefully. This process is safe for
most people, but always refer to your
device manual for model-specific
instructions.

Step 1: Read the
Manual

Every TENS machine has different
controls, programs, and safety features.
Take five minutes to read the manual
that came with your device. Look for
information on maximum intensity,
recommended session duration, and any
contraindications listed by the
manufacturer.

Step 2: Clean
and Prepare Your
Skin

Wash the area where you will place the
electrodes with mild soap and water,
then dry it thoroughly. Pat the skin dry
rather than rubbing. If the area is hairy,
you may need to trim the hair lightly to
ensure good electrode contact. Never
shave right before application, as this
can cause irritation.

Step 3: Place the
Electrodes
Correctly

Electrode placement is one of the most
critical aspects of how to use a tens
machine. The goal is to position the
pads so that the electrical current
passes through the pain site. Generally,
you place one electrode on each side of
the painful area, about an inch apart. Do
not place them directly over the spine,
on the front of the neck, over the eyes,
or on broken or infected skin.

For lower back pain, place the electrodes
vertically on either side of the spine, at
the level of the pain. For shoulder pain,
position one pad on the front of the
shoulder and one on the back. For knee
pain, place one pad above the kneecap
and one below it, on either side. If you
are unsure, consult a diagram in your
manual or ask a physiotherapist.
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Step 4: Connect
the Leads

Snap the lead wires onto the electrodes.
Then plug the other end of the wires into
the TENS machine. Ensure the
connections are secure. If your device
has two channels, you can treat two
areas simultaneously by attaching two
pairs of electrodes.

Step 5: Turn On
the Device and
Adjust Settings

Start with the machine turned off. Then
turn it on and set the intensity to the
lowest level. Most TENS machines have
adjustable frequency, pulse width, and
intensity. For acute pain, a higher
frequency (80-120 Hz) is often used. For
chronic pain, a lower frequency (2-10 Hz)
may be more effective. Pulse width can
also be adjusted; a wider pulse sends a
stronger impulse. Increase the intensity
slowly until you feel a comfortable
tingling or buzzing sensation. You should
not feel sharp pain or muscle
contractions unless that is your goal. If
you feel discomfort, reduce the intensity
immediately.

Step 6: Start
Your Session

Most TENS machines have a timer, but
typical sessions last between 20 and 30
minutes. You can use the device multiple
times a day if needed, but avoid using it

for more than an hour total in a single
day without a break. Some machines
have a pulse mode that alternates
between high and low intensity, which
can help prevent nerve habituation.

Step 7: After the
Session

Turn off the device before removing the
electrodes. Gently peel the pads off your
skin. Clean the electrodes with a damp
cloth if necessary and store them on the
plastic liner provided. If your skin looks
red or feels irritated, wait for it to heal
before using the device again in that
area. Wash your skin again to remove
any residue.

BEST PRACTICES FOR ELECTRODE
PLACEMENT

Electrode placement can make or break
your TENS experience. Here are specific
placement strategies for common pain
areas.

Lower Back Pain

* Place two electrodes vertically on
either side of the spine, about two
to three inches apart. The pads
should be centered over the
painful area.

e Alternatively, place one pad on the
lower back and the other on the
gluteal muscle on the same side if
the pain radiates into the buttock.

Neck and



Shoulder Tension

* Never place electrodes on the
front of the neck. Instead, place
them on the upper trapezius
muscles at the base of the skull.

e For general shoulder pain, position
one pad on the front of the
shoulder joint and the other on the
back of the shoulder blade.

Knee
Osteoarthritis

e Place one electrode above the
kneecap and one below it, on the
same side of the leg. Alternatively,
place them on either side of the
knee joint, about two inches apart.

¢ Avoid placing electrodes directly
over the kneecap if it feels bony or
sensitive.

UNDERSTANDING TENS MACHINE
SETTINGS

Modern TENS machines offer a range of
settings that can be adjusted to suit your
specific needs. Knowing what each
setting does helps you get the most out
of your therapy.

Frequency (Hz)

Frequency controls how many electrical
pulses are delivered per second. High-
frequency settings (80-120 Hz) are
generally used for acute pain and
produce a strong, rapid tingling
sensation. Low-frequency settings (2-10
Hz) are often used for chronic pain and
may cause gentle muscle twitching,
which can help release endorphins.

Pulse Width

Pulse width determines the duration of
each electrical pulse. A wider pulse
delivers a stronger and deeper stimulus.
For superficial pain, use a narrow pulse
width. For deeper pain, a wider pulse
may be more effective. Most devices
have preset combinations of frequency
and pulse width.

Intensity

Intensity controls the strength of the
electrical sensation. Start low and
increase gradually. The ideal intensity is
strong but comfortable. You should not
feel pain or excessive muscle
contraction. If you feel sharp or burning
sensations, lower the intensity
immediately.

Mode

e Continuous Mode: Delivers a
constant pulse. Good for general
pain relief.

e Burst Mode: Delivers pulses in
short bursts, which can feel like
tapping. This is often preferred for
chronic pain or when you want to
prevent the nerves from getting
accustomed to the stimulation.

e Modulation Mode: Randomly
varies frequency and pulse width
to prevent nerve adaptation. This
can be useful for long sessions.

SAFETY TIPS AND PRECAUTIONS

While TENS machines are generally safe
for most people, there are important
safety guidelines to follow.

e Do not use if you have a
pacemaker, implanted defibrillator,
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or other electronic medical
devices, unless cleared by your
doctor.

* Do not use over the front of the
neck, as this can cause a drop in
blood pressure or laryngeal spasm.

e Do not use over open wounds,
rashes, or inflamed skin.

e Do not use on the abdomen
during pregnancy, especially in the
first trimester.

e Do not use while driving,
operating machinery, or sleeping.

e Do not use over the eyes, over
the carotid sinus, or inside the
mouth.

* Keep out of reach of children
and pets.

* Do not share electrodes with
another person to avoid cross-
contamination.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Even experienced users can make errors
that reduce the effectiveness of TENS
therapy. Here are the most common
mistakes and how to avoid them.

e Placing electrodes too close
together: If the pads are too
close, the current runs directly
from one to the other without

passing through the pain site.
Ensure they are at least an inch
apart.

e Turning up the intensity too

high: More is not always better.
High intensity can cause muscle
fatigue, skin burns, or discomfort.
Using worn-out electrodes: Old
electrodes do not stick well and
can cause uneven stimulation.
Replace them regularly according
to the manufacturer's instructions.
Skipping skin preparation:
Dirty or oily skin reduces electrode
adhesion and conductivity.

Using TENS for undiagnosed
pain: If you have severe,
unexplained, or persistent pain,
see a doctor before starting TENS
therapy. TENS treats symptoms,
not the underlying cause.

Not varying settings: Using the
same frequency and intensity
every time can lead to nerve
habituation, where you stop
feeling the stimulation. Experiment
with different modes and settings
to find what works best.

WHEN TO CONSULT A
HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONAL




