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What is the difference between IMS and Acupuncture?  That is the focus of this 
months Team Newsletter.  Both types of treatment are very effective, however 
they operate under two different theories.  If you have been a patient at Manual 
Concepts for a while I am sure you have heard “odd” sounds coming from the 
rooms when patients are having IMS treatments.  Let’s start with some information 
on the technique called Gunn IMS or Intra-Muscular Stimulation.  Gunn IMS was 
developed by Dr. Chan Gunn in Vancouver BC almost 30 years ago. The name 
implies that we are stimulating the injured area with some sort of electrical current, 
this is not the case. 

Intramuscular Stimulation (IMS) is a total system for the diagnosis and 
treatment of myofascial pain syndromes (chronic pain conditions occurring in the 
musculoskeletal system when there is no obvious sign of injury or inflammation).  
IMS is grounded in western medical science and has a solid foundation in its 
radiculopathic model of pain, now supported by many experts in the field.  
	  Radiculopathic Pain or Neuropathy is ongoing pain with no obvious signs caused by a 

malfunction in the pain sensory system.  Simply put, when a nerve link to a part of the body fails, that 
part becomes highly irritable and extremely excitable.  The most common cause of neuropathy is 
everyday wear and tear or overuse. 

IMS treatment, which utilizes acupuncture needles as they are the thinnest implements available 
designed to penetrate deep within muscle tissue, specifically targets injured muscles that have 
contracted and become shortened from distress. 

IMS relies heavily on a thorough physical examination of the patient by a competent practitioner, 
trained to recognize the physical signs of neuropathic pain.  Examination, diagnosis, rationale for 
selection of points for treatments, as well as progress of therapy are all determined according to 
physical signs of radiculopathy.   
 
How Does it Work? 
The treatment involves dry needling of affected areas of the body without injecting any substance.  The 
needle sites can be at the epicenter of taut, tender muscle bands, or they can be near the spine where 
the nerve root may have become irritated and supersensitive.  Penetration of a normal muscle is 
painless; however, a shortened, supersensitive muscle will ‘grasp’ the needle in what can be described 
as a cramping sensation. 
 
What are the Benefits? 
The result is threefold.  One, a stretch receptor in the muscle is stimulated, producing a reflex relaxation 
(lengthening).  Two, as mentioned above, the needle also causes a small injury that draws blood to the 
area, initiating the natural healing process.  Three, the treatment creates an electrical potential in the 
muscle to make the nerve function normally again.  The needle used in IMS, by stimulating muscle 
spindles, essentially becomes a specific tool for the diagnosis of neuropathic muscle pain.  
The goal of treatment is to release muscle shortening, which presses on and irritates the nerve.  
Supersensitive areas can be desensitized, and IMS  is very effective for releasing shortened muscles 
under contracture, thereby decreasing mechanical pain from muscle pull.  In effect it treats the 
underlying neuropathic condition that causes pain.  When completely performed, IMS has a remarkable 
success rate, as proven by the amelioration of signs and symptoms even for chronic back pain with 
nerve root pain. 
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Acupuncture is a therapeutic intervention to help reduce or relieve pain. Very 
thin sterile needles are inserted through the skin to specific areas on the body. The 
needles are left in for 10-15 minutes. Although it sounds daunting, people are 
generally surprised that it doesn’t really hurt. A prick may be felt initially, but the most 
that should be felt after that is a dull ache. People also describe it as a numbing pain, 
which makes sense as acupuncture can act as an anesthetic.  

Acupuncture works by stimulating the body to release endorphins. The term 
endorphins comes from two words:  endogenous (coming from within) and morphine, 
which means it stimulates the production of our own natural painkillers. I am sure you 
have heard of the term “endorphin rush” or a “runner’s high,” this is because 
endorphins also affect mood and give a feeling of general well-being.  Put simply, 
acupuncture causes the stimulation of endorphins, which block the pain pathway from 
your body to your brain. 
 There have been many clinical research trials, which demonstrate how 
acupuncture can help different people. Furlan A.D (JAM 2010) performed a 
systematic review on acupuncture and chronic low back pain. She found consistent 
benefits when acupuncture was added to exercise and physiotherapy. Vas et al 
(Rheumatology 2008) found that adding acupuncture to physiotherapy in the 
treatment of shoulder pain helped to: improve function, decrease pain, and reduce 
the consumption of pain medication. Linde et al. (Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2011) 
found that acupuncture could be a valuable tool for people with tension type 
headaches. I could go on and on. The evidence shows what physiotherapists see in 
clinical practice - acupuncture helps relieve pain!  
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Tip of the Month 

 
Vitamin D3 is a pro hormone 
produced through your skin upon 
sun exposure that influences 
about 2000 of the 30,000 genes 
in your body; helps to protect 
against cancer, heart disease, 
diabetes, lung conditions, flu, and 
auto-immune diseases like 
multiple sclerosis. 
 The Canadian Cancer 
society recommends taking 2000 
i.u. / day.  Vitamin D drops are 
cheaper than the pills or capsules 
and are more easily absorbed. 
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