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Dextrose Prolotherapy for Shoulder Pain and Instability 
 
Can sugar water injections help with shoulder pain due to microinstability of the joint? Possibly. A recent case series 
from doctors in New York showed that dextrose prolotherapy, or injections of sugar water, improved shoulder pain and 
function in two out of three women with shoulder pain and loss of function related to hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos 
Syndrome (hEDS) or general hypermobility. While only a subset of Chiari patients also has hEDS, even more have 
shoulder stability issues due to compression of the nerves that activate the shoulder muscles, and shoulder pain is one 
of the most commonly reported Chiari symptoms.  
 
Dextrose prolotherapy has been around as a potential joint therapy for decades, but recently has been receiving more 
attention. Originally, it was thought that the sugar water injections acted as an irritant which triggered a local immune 
response which led to natural healing of the joint. However, more recent research suggests that its beneficial effects are 
not that simple and the full mechanisms at play are not known.  
 
In the report, two of the women – one with hEDS and one with general hypermobility – both showed instability of one 
or both shoulders on physical examination and imaging. In addition, they reported high levels of pain and restricted use 
of the joint(s) due to the pain. After only one or two injections, they both reported significant improvement in both pain 
and functional use of their shoulders. The third case was a woman with Chiari, hEDS, and cervical instability. She had 
suffered from years of shoulder pain. However, for her the injections only provided a temporary, modest level of relief.  
 
Conclusions can’t be drawn from case studies, but a separate review of the research on dextrose prolotherapy indicates 
that there has been a recent trend of more rigorous studies with positive results. However, the same review stresses 
that there are no clinical guidelines on how to administer the therapy; meaning that concentration levels, frequency, 
and location of the injections are not standardized. In addition, criteria for who or what conditions the therapy is likely 
to work for have not been established, nor is it clear if potential relief is temporary, long-term, or variable. 
 
Conquer Chiari will continue to monitor the research literature, report on any advancements in this area, and look into 
the feasibility of a research project specifically involving Chiari patients.  
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Please consider a $10 donation as Conquer Chiari’s educational material is free to read, but not free to produce: 

 
https://www.conquerchiari.org/donate 

Conquer Chiari’s research updates highlight and summarize interesting publications from the medical literature while 
providing background and context.  The summaries do contain some medical terminology and assume a general 
understanding of Chiari.  Introductory information and many more research articles can be found in the Conquer Chiari 
Library.  
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Conquer Chiari is a 501(c)(3) public charity dedicated to improving the experiences and outcomes of Chiari patients through education, awareness and research. 


