
Understanding and Managing Shoulder Pain: A Self-Care Guide

The shoulder is the most complex joint in the body because it is also the most mobile. Unlike 
simpler hinge joints like the knee or elbow, the shoulder is actually a system of four different 
joints working together. This complexity gives us remarkable range of motion, but mobility 
comes at a cost. The shoulder relies heavily on muscles and tendons rather than bony 
structures for stability, making it prone to injury. Shoulder problems rarely occur in isolation. 
Restricted movement in one area often leads to compensation and trigger points in other areas.


The Connection Between Trigger Points and Acupuncture

Trigger points are small, sensitive areas in your muscles that can cause pain both at the point 
itself and in other areas of your body (referred pain). These points often correspond with 
traditional acupuncture points, which isn't surprising given our growing understanding of how 
the body's myofascial (muscle and connective tissue) system overlaps with traditional 
acupuncture meridians. When you apply pressure to these points, you stimulate the same nerve 
fibers that respond to acupuncture needles, making self-massage a powerful tool for home care. 


Getting Started with Self-Massage 


The key to effective self-massage is gentle, sustained pressure rather than aggressive rubbing. 
You'll need a massage ball - while a tennis ball works to start, I recommend the Yoga Tune Up 
therapy balls for their durability and perfect density. When working on a point:


• Start with light pressure and gradually increase as the tissue releases

• If you find yourself holding your breath, that's a sign you're using too much pressure

• Spend no more than a couple of minutes on each area.

• Repeat every 2-3 days

• If you experience any nerve sensations (tingling, numbness, or sharp pain), adjust the 

position of the ball


Key Areas to Address

When working on shoulder pain, explore these five key regions for tender trigger points:

1. Upper back and shoulder blade region - Check along all edges of your shoulder blade, 
including the outside edge, upper border, and inner border. This area includes important 
muscles (like the rhomboids, infraspinatus, and teres minor) that stabilize and rotate the 
shoulder.

2. Top ridge of shoulder blade - The supraspinatus muscle sits in the small hollow above 
your shoulder blade and is particularly important for raising your arm above shoulder 
height. Many shoulder issues involve this critical muscle.



3. Chest area - Explore the outer chest muscles that connect to your shoulder, particularly 
where your upper arm meets your chest. Tightness here often restricts movement, 
especially when reaching behind your back.

4. Top of shoulder and lower neck - This area carries significant tension that can affect 
shoulder movement. Pay special attention to the muscle that runs from your neck to the top 
of your shoulder. Trigger points here often develop from stress, poor posture, or carrying 
heavy bags.

5. Front of shoulder, biceps and triceps - These muscles affect forward and upward 
movements of the arm. The long head of the biceps tendon runs through the shoulder joint 
and can be a significant source of front shoulder pain when irritated.

6. Armpit region and inner shoulder - Some of the deepest shoulder muscles are accessed 
near the armpit. Trigger points here, especially in the subscapularis muscle, often cause 
pain deep in the shoulder joint and can affect arm movement. This muscle is critical for 
proper shoulder mechanics but frequently overlooked.




A ball against the wall or floor works well for many points on the points pictured above. 
For the points on the supraspinatus above the shoulder blade (#2), use a Knobble or 
other specialized tool, applying gentle pressure. For the biceps, try using your knuckles 
to apply pressure along the length of the muscle. Of all the points in this guide, the most 
difficult to reach is the subscapularis (not pictured), as it lies on the front side of your 
shoulder blade next to the ribs. Fortunately, most of the trigger points on this muscle 
can be accessed from the armpit. For this area, sit on a chair and allow your arm to 
hang between your legs. Using the finger pads of your opposite hand, look for tender 
points between the back of the armpit and the ribs.

https://www.walmart.com/ip/The-Original-Knobble-by-the-Pressure-Positive-Company/905102046

