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Introduction


Electrical stimulation has been used for pain control in one form or another for centuries. There is even evidence that medical practitioners in ancient Rome had people stand on electric fish on the seashore to help relieve pain. Sounds a little fishy to me, but if it helped, who am I to judge?


Actual devices with static currents were used throughout the eighteenth century for general pain and headaches, but it wasn’t until the early 1970s that the portable TENS (transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation) unit was invented by American neurosurgeon C. Norman Shealy.


Known for his pain management and holistic therapies, Shealy graduated from the Duke University School of Medicine. In addition to the TENS device, he developed other spinal cord therapies in the early 1970s. Shortly after his success, many other companies began making similar TENS units of their own. The device was patented in 1974.


TENS units now range from very simple devices with preset settings to units that allow you to dial in specific parameters. They also vary greatly in size. Some are about the size of a remote control, while others fit in the palm of your hand. Some units can be controlled by your smartphone using Bluetooth technology. Others are rechargeable, have touch screens, or even have wireless electrodes. The available features and customizations now rival those of any electronic portable device.


Today’s TENS units, however, didn’t gain widespread popularity until 2014, shortly after the FDA started allowing them to be purchased over the counter. When this happened, the price of the units dropped significantly, and people quickly began to realize that these inexpensive units could help decrease acute and chronic pain while significantly reducing, or even eliminating, the need for often-dangerous medication.


In 2018, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) analyzed 2016 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) data. It found that an estimated 20.4 percent of US adults (about 50 million people) had chronic pain, and 8 percent of US adults (almost 20 million people) had high-impact chronic pain. Some research suggests that these numbers are actually much higher, with more than 100 million people affected by chronic pain, and this is just in the US.


Chronic pain can really take a toll physically and mentally. It can cause people to become depressed, lose their jobs, become addicted to pain killers, and suffer a higher risk of suicide. While there are no exact numbers for suicides and attempted suicides due to chronic pain, many doctors and experts believe they’re much higher than we think.


Another big contributor to the rise in popularity of the TENS unit is the opioid epidemic. To help combat chronic pain, medical doctors often prescribe opioids as the first method of treatment, but some studies show opioids are helpful only about 50 percent of the time, and they come with many dangerous side effects. Long-term use of opioids builds up tolerance to the drugs, meaning stronger doses or more pills are needed to get the same effect. This can lead to addiction, overdoses, and even death.


Luckily, TENS and electrical muscle stimulation (EMS) units can help relieve chronic and acute pain without the dangerous side effects of medication. And while there are still conflicting studies about exactly how effective these units are when used over the long term, I’ve seen patients using a TENS unit in conjunction with stretches and exercises experience relief from both short-term acute pain and long-term chronic pain.


In this book, I mainly discuss TENS units. Most portable units today have a TENS/EMS combination. I talk about EMS in general terms, so you have a better understanding of your unit as a whole. (I will cover the specific qualities of TENS and EMS units, and the differences between them, in Chapter 2.) Even though TENS and EMS are different, both help with the healing process.


Who Am I?


Why should you care about what I have to say about TENS and EMS units?
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