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This leaflet has been produced by the Pain Management 
Team to explain TENS therapy.   

 
What is TENS? 
 

A TENS machine is a small battery operated machine 
that you can use to help with your pain management. 
 
TENS is a method of providing small electrical pulses 
through the skin to stimulate nerves. This stops 
messages of pain reaching the pain centre in the brain. 
TENS can be used for the treatment of both chronic and 
acute pain.   

 
How does TENS work? 
 

The electrical pulses are transmitted through a set of 
wires. These are connected to a pair of sticky pads 
attached to the skin surface. The other ends of the wires 
are then fitted to a small plastic box powered by a 
battery. 
  
TENS works by blocking pain signals travelling along 
nerves. It does this by stimulating other nerves that carry 
sensations such as touch and overrides the pain signal. 
The same thing happens when you bang your elbow 
and rub the injured area. The pain signals do not go 
away but you don’t feel the pain as much. 
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Will you show me how to use TENS? 
 

In your first appointment we will show you: 

 

• How to position the pads 

• How to switch the machine on and off 

• How to adjust the settings 

 
What conditions can TENS treat? 
 

TENS may be able to help reduce pain and muscle 
spasms caused by a wide range of conditions including: 

 

✓ arthritis  
 

✓ period pain  
 

✓ pelvic pain caused by endometriosis 
 

✓ knee pain  
 

✓ neck pain  
 

✓ back pain  
 

✓ sports injuries 
 

It's also sometimes used as a method of pain relief 
during labour. 

(The NHS Website 2019) 
 
 
 
 

  



  

Page 4 

What are the benefits of having TENS 
Therapy? 

 

TENS can be used as an alternative to taking 
medication. 
 
There are little side effects. 

 
What are the risks of having TENS 
Therapy? 
 

For most people a TENS machine is safe and has no 
side effects. 
 
A small number of people may be allergic to the 
electrodes and skin becomes red and irritated. There are 
hypoallergenic pads that can be purchased in this 
circumstance. 
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When should TENS not be used? 
 

TENS should not be used in the following situations: 
 

 When driving a vehicle 
 

 When operating machinery 
 

 Whilst bathing or showering 
 

 On broken or numb areas of the skin 
 

 On the trunk or pelvis in the first trimester of 
pregnancy 

 
 If you have a Pacemaker 

 
 If you are unsure about using or are not able to 

use the machine safely 
 
Individual conditions /concerns can be discussed at your 
appointment. 

 
Please note that electrodes should not be put over the 
eyes or the front of the neck. 
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Finally  
 

We will review how well the TENS machine is helping 
your pain management at your next chronic pain 
appointment. 
 
Your TENS machine has a one year guarantee. Any 
faults are either fixed or returned to you or the machine 
is replaced.  
 
If there is a fault, the TENS machine should be returned 
to the manufacturer. Their address and telephone 
number will be provided to you in the information that 
comes with your new TENS machine.  
 
If you need replacement pads, batteries or leads you will 
need to buy these from the manufacturer’s website or 
other supplier (as long as they are compatible with your 
machine). You cannot get these from us. 
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Tell us what you think of this leaflet 
 

We hope that you found this leaflet helpful. If you would 
like to tell us what you think, please contact:   
Cate Barry, Pain Specialist Nurse, Pain Management 
Service, 2nd Floor, Out Patient Department, York 
Hospital, Wigginton Road, York, YO31 8HE, telephone 
01904 725395 or email catherine.barry6@nhs.net. 

 
Teaching, training and research 
 

Our Trust is committed to teaching, training and research 
to support the development of health and healthcare in 
our community. Healthcare students may observe 
consultations for this purpose. You can opt out if you do 
not want students to observe. We may also ask you if 
you would like to be involved in our research. 

 
Patient Advice and Liaison Service 
(PALS) 
 

PALS offers impartial advice and assistance to patients, 
their relatives, friends and carers. We can listen to 
feedback (positive or negative), answer questions and 
help resolve any concerns about Trust services.  
 

PALS can be contacted on 01904 726262, or email  
yhs-tr.patientexperienceteam@nhs.net.  
 

An answer phone is available out of hours.  
  

mailto:catherine.barry6@nhs.net
mailto:yhs-tr.patientexperienceteam@nhs.net


 

www.yorkhospitals.nhs.uk 

 

Leaflets in alternative languages or 
formats 
 

If you would like this information in a different format, 
including braille or easy read, or translated into a 
different language, please speak to a member of staff in 
the ward or department providing your care. 
 
Patient Information Leaflets can be accessed via the 
Trust’s Patient Information Leaflet website: 
www.yorkhospitals.nhs.uk/your-visit/patient-information-
leaflets/ 
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