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Various types of electrical stimulation have been used for many years in people with disabilities, including Spina 
Bifida, to decrease pain and discomfort and to improve muscle strength and movement. The most commonly 
used methods are Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation (TENS) and Functional Electrical Stimulation 
(FES). TENS is used primarily to help address nerve pain, while FES is used most commonly to stimulate muscle 
strengthening in certain muscles that have become weakened for reasons such as after surgery or prolonged 
hospitalization.  
 
A more recent modality which is being utilized in people with motor disabilities is Transcutaneous Spinal Cord 
Stimulation (TSCS). With TSCS, electrical stimulation is provided at the lumbar spine to elicit a motor response in 
muscles that are paralyzed. This has been studied most vigorously in people with spinal cord injury. To date, 
there have been two reviews of the literature related to TSCS in spinal cord injury.i,ii They note that while the most 
recent studies have identified some potential benefit from this modality in spinal cord injury, more research needs 
to be done in well-controlled clinical trials.  
 
At the time this material was written, there was only a single case report in the medical literature related to TSCS 
in Spina Bifida.iii The authors note that there are significant differences between individuals with Spina Bifida and 
those with other conditions (for example, individuals with cerebral palsy and acquired spinal cord injury) in whom 
TSCS is being studied. The authors of the case report suggest that TSCS could be helpful in three ways: 

• There was improved sensation, though the authors note this to be “slow and spotty.”  

• Benefit in circulation so that the extremities, which were generally cold, were now more often warm.  

• Improvement in spontaneous movement of muscle groups that would not have been expected to function. 

However, the authors added that the “movements without stimulation continue to be intermittent 

throughout the day, but not used purposefully for function.” They also noted no particular adverse effects 

during the intervention period.  

At present, TSCS in Spina Bifida should be considered experimental. Evidence is lacking for its routine use as an 
appropriate therapeutic modality. The Spina Bifida Association supports the idea that well-designed research be 
done regarding this modality before it can be considered an evidence-based treatment intervention.  
 
For parents of children with Spina Bifida who wish to consider proceeding with this intervention, we recommend 
that participation be done in a research study setting. Those choosing to participate outside of a research protocol 
should be aware that negative or adverse events which are not yet known might occur. Individuals should tell their 
health care team that they are undergoing this experimental treatment so that the team can help monitor for both 
potential positive and negative outcomes.  
 
 

This information does not constitute medical advice for any individual.  As specific cases may vary from the 
general information presented here, SBA advises readers to consult a qualified medical or other professional on 

an individual basis. 
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