
PROUD TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE
SHEFFIELD TEACHING HOSPITALS NHS FOUNDATION TRUST

Transcutaneous Electrical 
Nerve Stimulation (TENS)

Information for patients
Pain Management Service



page 2 of 8

 



page 3 of 8

During your appointment a nurse will show you how to use a TENS 
machine. The TENS machine is loaned to you for 4 weeks. A repeat 
appointment will be made to return the TENS and to review whether 
you have found it helpful.

What is a TENS machine?

A TENS machine is a small, battery operated device which sends an 
electrical current through the skin to the underlying nerves. This small 
electrical current is delivered by two or four sticky gel pads (electrodes) 
which are placed on or around the site of your pain.

How do TENS machines work?

Pain signals are carried from a painful area in the body through nerves 
via the spinal cord to the brain. When these signals reach the brain, pain 
is felt. TENS can work by:

• Reducing the pain signals
• Stimulating the release of the body’s natural pain-relieving 

hormones (endorphins)

What are the benefits of using TENS?

TENS machines are simple to use, safe and non-invasive. They can 
provide a drug free alternative to manage your pain. TENS machines can 
be used alone or in combination with your current pain medication.

When should I not use a TENS machine?

• Over broken or infected skin
• If you have a pacemaker
• Over the carotid sinus area of the neck. This is the front part of the 

neck, either side of the throat
• During the first 3 months of pregnancy
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• On the eyes, mouth or in the hair
• While driving or operating machinery
• In the bath or shower

 

Caution

If you have epilepsy please discuss this with the nurse before trialing a 
TENS machine.

A TENS machine must not be used on the abdomen during any part of 
pregnancy.

Please tell the nurse if you have any other implanted devices, such as a 
spinal cord stimulator.
 

Are there any side effects of using a TENS machine?

Skin under the electrodes can become sore. To try to avoid this, please 
alter the position of the electrodes slightly on each use or during 
prolonged use.

Some people can be allergic to the electrodes; check your skin to detect 
any signs of allergy, such as a rash or blister.

On removing the electrodes your skin may look a bit red. This is normal, 
provided the skin is not sore or broken.
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Electrode placement

The nurse will show you where to place the electrodes and mark the 
sites for you on the above diagram.

Please ensure the electrodes are at least 5 centimetres (2 inches) apart.
 

How do I set the TENS machine?

Constant (C or N) or Modulation (M) mode settings:
Pulse rate: 80-100Hz          Pulse width: 150-200 msec

Burst (B) mode settings:
Pulse rate: 2Hz                   Pulse width: 200 msec
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How do I use the TENS machine?

1. When you turn the TENS machine on you'll feel a slight tingling 
sensation. The machine has a dial to control the strength of the 
electrical impulses.

2. Start on a low setting and slowly increase it until the sensation 
feels strong but comfortable. If the tingling sensation starts to 
feel painful or uncomfortable, reduce it slightly.

3. The sensation may start to reduce as your body gets used to the 
effect. In this case, turn the current up slightly so that the tingling 
sensation feels strong again.

4. If the sensation is in the wrong area, switch the TENS machine 
off and reposition the electrodes.

5. Remember your limitations; if the TENS machine reduces your 
pain you may be tempted to overdo things.

Constant (C or N) or Modulation (M) mode

If you are using the constant (C or N) or modulation (M) mode, use the 
machine for at least one hour and up to several hours a day. If you are 
using it for more than 2-3 hours at a time please alter the electrode 
position to reduce the chance of the skin under the electrode becoming 
sore.

A TENS machine provides temporary pain relief, so think about when 
you would benefit from improved pain relief. Some people find pain is 
worse first thing in a morning, others while doing the housework or 
sitting for a prolonged period. Use the TENS machine before, during and 
after these periods of increased pain.

Burst (B) mode

If using the Burst mode then use the TENS machine for 30-40 minutes, 
4-6 times a day.
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Burst mode causes the muscle near the electrodes to twitch. This will be 
explained to you by the nurse

What do I do when I have finished using the TENS 
machine?

1. Turn the TENS machine off before removing the electrodes.

2. Remove the electrodes, unplug them from the TENS machine and 
store them in the sealable plastic bag they came in.

What problems might I experience?

• Low or no sensation: if this is the case, please replace the battery
• A burning sensation under the electrodes which may be due to:

– worn out pads: please replace the pads if necessary
– intensity too high: try reducing the intensity until you feel a 

mild tingling

For any other problems please refer to the manufacturer's handbook or 
contact the nurse at the Pain Clinic.

Following the 4 week trial

You will see a nurse in clinic to review the effect of the TENS machine.

At this point if the TENS is effective and you want to continue using it 
we will provide you with information about buying your own TENS.

Who should I contact if I have any concerns?

If you have any concerns or queries about your TENS machine please 
contact us on:

• 0114 271 2493
Monday to Friday, 8.30am - 4.30pm
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