
 

NMES & VITAL STIM INFORMATION 
 

Please note: that “Participant” refers to either 

“your child” or “patient”.  

 

What is Vital Stim? 

The VitalStim® Therapy System (VitalStim) is a 

form of non-invasive, external neuromuscular 

electrical stimulation (NMES) designed to be 

used in combination with traditional feeding 

therapy to treat swallowing disorders through 

muscle education and/ or re-education. The 

VitalStim Plus used at the NAPA Centre is 

approved by the Australian Therapeutic Goods 

Administration.  

 

VitalStim therapy is administered by an electrical current delivered to the motor nerves of the client’s 

front portion of the neck and/or face through specially designed electrodes causing the muscles 

responsible for chewing and swallowing to contract. Combining VitalStim with traditional feeding therapy 

accelerates strengthening, restores function, and helps the brain remap the swallow function.  

 

To be qualified for VitalStim certification, Speech Pathologists (or Occupational Therapists with feeding 

experience) are required to be already trained and practising in dysphagia and feeding therapy. They 

undergo additional specific Dynamic Integration of NMES and Exercise for Swallowing training which 

includes VitalStim specific training and are provided ongoing supervision. VitalStim training simply 

certifies a professional to place the electrodes on a participant; it does not change treatment goals or 

therapy services. VitalStim can only be used by a certified VitalStim trained therapist, and the machine 

cannot be purchased or used at home by the parent or by an external therapist that is not trained.  

 

The therapist determines if a participant is a candidate for VitalStim via review of relevant medical history 

and a feeding evaluation. Once identified, the certified VitalStim therapist will identify which musculature 

would benefit from this facilitation. Specifically designed electrodes are applied externally to target 

muscles of the throat and face to help muscle strengthening and provide sensory stimulation to promote 

rehabilitation of the swallowing process. Once the electrodes are placed and the current intensity has 

been increased to a satisfactory level, the therapist commences traditional exercise therapy with the 

participant. The participant exercises the swallowing muscles for periods of time up to one hour while 

receiving concurrent electrical stimulation via the VitalStim unit. At the NAPA centre, VitalStim is used in 

50-minute therapy sessions, where the participant exercises the swallowing muscles for periods between 

30 and 40 minutes while receiving concurrent electrical stimulation via the VitalStim unit. The VitalStim® 

Therapy System when applied in this manner, increases muscle strength, accelerates cortical 

reorganisation, and increases the effectiveness of the exercise therapy. 



 

 

How is VitalStim different to other NMES treatment options? 

NMES is routinely used to help restore muscle function in other parts of the body, but other traditional 

NMES treatments and electrodes are contraindicated for use on the muscles necessary for pharyngeal 

contraction.  The specific concerns are that stimulating the laryngeal afferents could trigger 

laryngospasm, and that placing electrodes too close to the carotid artery could cause sinus bradycardia.  

 

The VitalStim® Therapy System equipment and electrodes were specifically developed for the treatment 

of dysphagia and are not used in other NMES treatments. VitalStim has specific boundaries for placement 

of electrodes to avoid these areas. VitalStim is widely used globally, and NAPA is one of the few places in 

Australia that is qualified to deliver this unique technology.  

 

Can you just use VitalStim to improve swallowing and feeding goals? 

VitalStim is a supplemental treatment modality that requires application in conjunction with traditional 

feeding therapy techniques by trained, qualified and skilled clinicians. Placing VitalStim electrodes on a 

participant alone will NOT result in progress toward feeding and swallowing goals as it is a modality 

rather than treatment. The targeted muscles must be manipulated and worked through traditional 

feeding therapy for VitalStim to be effective. Treatment gains are not always visualised instantly and does 

take a long-term therapeutic approach. The consistency and work that is put in is what increases muscle 

strength and endurance over time.  

 

With consideration to the points mentioned above, NAPA would highly recommend consistent, ongoing 

feeding therapy to take full advantage of the modality and therapy techniques and support our feeding 

team has to offer.  

 

Who is a candidate for NMES for swallowing?  

At the NAPA Centre, a participant is identified as a ‘potential’ candidate for VitalStim by the clinical 

director when therapy recommendations are initially provided based off the patient intake form 

completed. If a participant is identified as a ‘potential’ or ‘current’ candidate, the Clinical Director and/or 

certified VitalStim therapist will request additional clearance from the participants treating medical 

practitioner. On the first day of the feeding session, your feeding therapist will assess and determine if a 

participant is a ‘current’ candidate for VitalStim by reviewing relevant medical history and completing a 

feeding evaluation prior. Prior to Vital Stim therapy commencing, additional clearance from a 

participant’s treating doctor is required. In the interim, therapists will provide traditional feeding therapy 

without NMES.  

 

Precautions and Contraindications for VitalStim 

Contraindications (conditions under which the device should NOT be used because the risk of use clearly 

outweighs any possible benefit): The VitalStim® Therapy System should not be used directly over an 

active neoplasm or infection, over the recurrent laryngeal nerve or carotid sinus.  

 

Precautions (information regarding any special care to be exercised by the therapist and/or client for the 

safe and effective use of the device): It should be used with caution in participants with seizure disorders, 

participants with implanted electronics (e.g., pacemakers, implantable defibrillators, deep brain 

stimulators), participants with poor sensation at stimulation site, and participants with poor circulation.  

 



 

Some participants may not respond well to VitalStim. This may include participants with significantly 

lower motor neuron damage and participants with severely impaired cognition.  

 

Potential risk 

VitalStim, like all feeding programs, does have an inherently increased but managed risk for participants 

learning to swallow. Although the risk is greatly reduced with the use of safety equipment, proper 

supervision and training, and skilled therapists, there remains the risk of discomfort or injury during 

participation in activities including but not limited to soreness, exploring new tastes and textures, skin 

redness, coughing, and potential aspiration. Therefore, it is necessary to get a parent’s permission to 

allow the participant to participate in the program provided by NAPA Centre in line with NAPA’s existing 

Terms and Conditions.  

 

Additional fees for VitalStim use in therapy sessions 

The electrodes required for use of VitalStim can only be used for one participant and have limited repeat-

use lifespans.  

Weekly services: $50 per weekly session  

Intensive services: $300 per intensive 

 



 

MEDICAL CLEARANCE REQUIREMENT 
 

Dear Doctor,  

 

Please complete and return this form to NAPA Centre. Please fill out all areas with the appropriate 

answer.   

 

Your patient has been identified as a ‘potential’ or ‘current’ candidate for Neuromuscular Electrical 

Stimulation (NMES) in conjunction with traditional feeding therapy in their weekly therapy program or 

upcoming intensive therapy program. Please refer to the information package above about NMES via the 

VitalStim Plus unit for further information.  

 

Do you provide clearance for your patient (below) to participate in a feeding therapy program with 

Neuromuscular Electrical Stimulation therapy (NMES)?  

 

YES   

 

NO  

 

If no, please provide further information about this: 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ________________________________ 

 

Child’s Name (printed): ________________________________ 

 

Child’s date of birth: ________________________________ 

 

Precautions: 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Medical practitioner name (printed): ________________________________ 

 

Practice name: ________________________________ 

 

Contact number: ________________________________ 

 

Email: ________________________________ 

 

Medical practitioner signature: _______________________________________________ 

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact info@napacentre.com.au or call us at 02 9420 

5080. 

mailto:info@napacentre.com.au

