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Setting the Scene: 

Functional electrical stimulation (FES) is one of the methods, which 

aims to stimulate the nerves of the weakened muscles so that the 

resulting muscle contractions resemble those of a functional task. 

The objective of this study was to review the evidence for the 

effect of functional electrical stimulation on shoulder subluxation, 

pain, and upper arm motor function in stroke patients when 

added to conventional therapy. Shoulder subluxation is a major 

challenge in the rehabilitation of stroke patients. It may not only 

affect the upper limb treatment process, but can also lead to 

additional complications such as pain, which can further delay 

the recovery of function. 

What did they do?  

From the 727 retrieved articles, 10 (9 RCTs, 1 quasi-RCT) were 

selected for final analysis and were rated based on the PEDro 

(Physiotherapy Evidence Database) scores and the Sackett’s 

levels of evidence. A metaanalysis was performed for all three 

considered outcomes. The results of the meta-analyses showed a 

significant difference in shoulder subluxation in experimental 

groups compared to control groups, only if functional electrical 

stimulation was applied early after stroke. No effects were found 

on pain or motor function outcomes.  
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Takeaway Home message: 

Functional Electrical Stimulation can be used to prevent or reduce 

shoulder subluxation early after stroke. However, it should not be 

used to reduce pain or improve upper arm motor function after 

stroke. The findings suggest that initiating the FES treatment early 

after the incidence of stroke can significantly reduce the level of 

shoulder subluxation. Such an effect is mostly observed during the 

treatment period, not after a follow-up period. More research is 

still required to examine possible long-term effects of functional 

electrical stimulation therapy on shoulder subluxation. 

Furthermore, the results of this review suggest that FES does not 

have any effect on pain compared to conventional therapy 

alone if applied early after stroke. The results of this review further 

show that functional electrical stimulation therapy early after 

stroke is not superior to conventional therapy alone in the 

restoration of motor function in the upper arm.  
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