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Abstract

Background

Dry needling is utilized by a growing number of physical therapists to treat
musculoskeletal conditions. However, current evidence for its effectiveness is
mixed and lacking long-term outcomes. Little is known about physical therapy

practice patterns and safety performing dry needling.

Purpose

To investigate (1) the effectiveness of dry needling as applied by physical
therapists (Systematic review), (2) physical therapy clinical practice patterns
related to dry needling (Survey), and (3) the long-term effectiveness of dry
needling in patients with neck pain when applied using a typical physical therapy

clinical approach (Randomized clinical trial).

Methods

A systematic review with meta-analysis determined the effectiveness of dry
needling applied by physical therapists for patients with musculoskeletal pain. A
survey of physical therapists assessed dry needling practice patterns and
adverse events. A sham-controlled randomized clinical trial with 1-year follow-up
investigated the effectiveness of dry needling when added to a multi-modal
treatment program of manual therapy and exercise for improving pain and

disability in patients with mechanical neck pain.



Results

The review of 13 studies (8 meta-analyses) found low to moderate quality
evidence for dry needling in the short-term when compared to control/sham/other

treatment, but few other long-term effects were reported.

Fifty-five percent of 865 physical therapists surveyed performed dry needling,
with practices consistent with expert advice. Minor adverse events were common.
Major adverse events were rare, but more common than anticipated (407
occurrences reported by 413 respondents), 8 requiring emergency medical
attention.

The randomized clinical trial found no group-by-time interactions at 4-weeks, 6-
months or 1-year for any outcomes (p>0.5), indicating the addition of dry needling
to an evidence-based treatment had no added benefit. However, both groups
demonstrated significant improvement in all outcomes (p<0.5) that was

maintained to the 1-year follow up.

Conclusions

The review found low to moderate quality evidence that dry needling is more
effective compared to sham, no treatment, and physical therapy treatments in the
short/medium-term, but not in the long-term. Physical therapists commonly apply
dry needling, consistent with expert opinion, with frequent minor and several
major adverse events reported. Adding dry needling to evidence-based care for
patients with mechanical neck pain does not improve outcomes. These findings
suggest dry needling may benefit some patients with musculoskeletal pain, but

does not provide additional benefits beyond current evidence-based care in



patients with neck pain. Potential risks of major adverse events suggest caution

when applying dry needling and a need for more standardized training.





