


WHAT IS PROLOTHERAPY?

Prolotherapy is a form of injection treatment for 
pain caused by weakened ligaments and tendons. 

“Prolo” is short for proliferation. The treatment 
causes the proliferation (growth/formation) of new 
ligament or tendon in areas where it has become 
weak or injured.

Ligaments are the structures that connect bones to 
bones and support joints. 

Tendons are the structures that connect muscles to 
bones and move joints. 

When ligaments or tendons are injured, they don’t 
always heal to their original strength or endurance 
due to limited blood supply where they attach to 
the bone. These attachments have many small 
nerve endings and will cause pain when they are 
injured. 

Prolotherapy involves injection of a solution 
(proliferant) into the area that the ligament or 
tendon attaches to the bone. This causes localized 
infl ammation in the injured area. Infl ammation 
increases the blood supply and fl ow of nutrients to 
the area, stimulating the body to repair itself. The 
result is a stronger bond between the ligament or 
tendon and the bone. 

Prolotherapy is not a new technique. In ancient 
times, Hippocrates fi rst used a version of this 
technique on soldiers and Olympic javelin throwers 
who often dislocated their shoulders. 

In the past 60 years, research has helped doctors 
(MDs and DOs) improve injection techniques to 
successfully treat pain caused by instability.

ARE THERE ANY RISKS INVOLVED?

All procedures have possible risks. The type of 
risk often depends on the location of the body part 
that is being treated. 

The most common risks include: no improvement, 
bleeding under the skin, infection, increased pain 
or swelling at the injection site and temporary or 
permanent nerve damage. 

The most serious risk of treatment in the upper 
back and chest is a pneumothorax (collapsed lung), 
which could lead to hospitalization and need for 
further treatment.

Great care is taken so that these do not happen, 
and in fact the more serious risks are very rare. 
However, it’s important for you to be aware of 
these risks. If you don’t feel that the possible 
benefi ts of this treatment are worth the risks, then 
prolotherapy might not be right for you.

HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO COMPLETE                         
COURSE OF TREATMENTS?

The response to treatment varies from person 
to person, and depends upon one’s own healing 
ability. Some people may only need a few 
treatments, while others may need as many as 10 
or more. The average number of treatments is 4 
to 6 for an area treated. The usual time between 
treatments is 3 or 4 weeks. This is the time needed 
for the body to repair the area after the injection 
stimulates the healing response. 

A typical course of injection treatment will take 
3-6 months. Rehabilitation exercises may be 
recommended to continue even after injections are 
fi nished.  

HOW DOES INSTABILITY CAUSE PAIN?

A weak ligament causes the joint it supports to 
become loose or unstable. When this happens, the 
muscles around the joint will try to support it. This 
leads to spasm and early fatigue due to overwork 
of the muscle. Eventually, the tendons will weaken 
and other muscles will be recruited to help support 
the joint, causing widespread pain and spasm. 

WHAT IS INJECTED?

Many different proliferant solutions are available. 
Each stimulates the body’s healing response in a 
different way. A solution will be selected based on 
the type of injury or the area being treated.

Glucose (sugar water) combined with phenol and 
glycerin (irritants) is the most common solution. 

A local anesthetic such as procaine is usually 
added to decrease the pain during injection.

WILL THE INJECTIONS HURT?

There is a wide variation in the discomfort level 
experienced by patients receiving prolotherapy. 
The needles used are very thin and tend to not cause 
much pain. Most of the discomfort is felt when the 
solution is injected and it is usually described as a 
“pressure sensation” rather than a true pain.

If you are interested in having prolotherapy but 
are very nervous or concerned about the pain, 
medications can be prescribed that can be taken 
before your appointment to help ease some of the 
discomfort and anxiety.


