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Standards of Practice 

Use of Needles 

 
Approved by the Board:   
Effective Date: May 17, 2023  
Replaces: May 2014 Acupuncture Standard and June 2015 Acupuncture Advisory  

Preamble 

The Nova Scotia Regulator of Physiotherapy, through its Board, is authorized under the 
Regulated Health Professions Act, Section 12(1)(aa) to approve standards of practice, and 
is mandated under Section 6(2)(a)(iii)(A) to establish and promote them. These standards 
serve to protect the public by guiding physiotherapists in delivering safe, competent, and 
ethical care. 

The Regulator acknowledges that Needling is within the scope of physiotherapy practice, but 
that it is not an entry level skill and must only be performed by fully licensed physiotherapists 
with appropriate training. This standard applies to acupuncture, dry needling/intra-muscular 
stimulation, and other similar or related modalities. 

Definitions: (For the purposes of this Practice Standard) 

• Needling is a broad term that refers to a treatment technique that uses a solid 
filiform needle to puncture the skin for therapeutic purposes. It includes a range of 
approaches such as acupuncture, trigger point dry needling and intramuscular 
stimulation 

• Acupuncture refers to the insertion of solid filiform acupuncture needles into the 
dermis at specific chi points along the body meridians to achieve a therapeutic 
effect. 

• Dry Needle Therapy / Intramuscular Stimulation (IMS) is the stimulation of muscle 
tissue by the insertion of solid filiform needles at specific trigger points, to achieve 
a therapeutic effect based on neurophysiological principles. 

Scope of practice 

In Nova Scotia, the practice of physiotherapy includes the application of an individual’s 
professional physiotherapy knowledge, skill and judgement. In the case of needling, that is 
limited to the level of post graduate training at which a physiotherapist has been tested and 
evaluated. The use of needling within the scope of physiotherapy is for pain relief and to 
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regain functional performance. It does not include practices such as weight loss and 
smoking cessation. 

Competency 

Physiotherapists performing needling techniques must have successfully completed the 
appropriate post-graduate training program. Each program must meet the following criteria: 

1. The training program includes both theoretical and practical instruction on the 
benefits and risks of the treatment, the safety requirements as well as the 
selection of appropriate points and needles. 

2. The program provides participants with the knowledge base and clinical skills 
necessary to apply needling techniques safely and competently, including the 
methods for dealing with emergency situations should they arise. 

3. The program evaluates both knowledge and skills of the participants using the 
points taught and demonstrated during the course. This is done through a written 
and a clinical exam. (e.g. ACC Level1) 

Physiotherapists shall use appropriate needling points and procedures in accordance with 
the program taught and the level of training successfully completed and tested. 

TREATMENT PROTOCOLS 

Infection Prevention and Control (IPC) 

Needling is a procedure performed on tissue under the dermis as such, IPC should include:  

• Single-use, sterile, disposable needles shall be used. 

• Sterile guide tubes are for single patient use only and must be disposed of 
immediately following treatment. 

• When performing dry needling techniques disposable gloves must be worn. 

• When performing acupuncture, aseptic technique must be used. Hands must be 
disinfected before inserting needles and before removing needles. The needle 
shaft must be maintained in a clean state throughout the procedure. (If the needle 
shaft is contaminated by contact with another object or surface then the needle 
must not be used.) 

• Needle manipulation must be performed without the physiotherapist’s hands 
touching the needle shaft. 

• Hands must be disinfected before being used to press down at the insertion site 
when the needle is withdrawn. 
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Used needles shall be placed in a puncture-resistant sharps container and disposed of by a 
company that handles medical waste. 

Documentation 

 

 
Informed Consent 

Informed written consent is required. Informed must include the risks and benefits and 
alternate treatments. Consent is for the treatment as well as the specific points chosen. 

Needling Tasks Shall Not be Assigned 

• A physiotherapist trained in needling must be readily available to the client 
throughout the treatment.  

• Needles shall only be inserted by a qualified physiotherapist. 

• Needles shall only be removed by the physiotherapist who inserted them. 

• Needling tasks shall not be assigned to or carried out by a physiotherapy assistant 
or student. 

 

 Dry Needling Acupuncture 

Consent Yes Yes 
 
Documentation 

Muscle points treated. 
Specific technique used. 
Results obtained. 

• Points treated. 

• Indicate if tapping or 
electrical stimulation is 
used. 

• # of needles removed. 

• Duration of treatment. 

• Results obtained 

Sterile technique Aseptic technique with 
gloves  worn Aseptic techniques  


