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PLAIN ENGLISH SUMMARY: ACUPUNCTURE FOR CHRONIC PAIN AND DEPRESSION IN PRIMARY CARE

Plain English summary

ncreasing numbers of people are seeking acupuncture treatment for various conditions. However, we

do not yet know how effective acupuncture is or if it provides value for money. By studying all of the
available research, we should be able to reduce uncertainty about these issues and provide clear evidence
for decision-makers. We aimed to provide high-quality evidence about the use of acupuncture for chronic
pain from existing data and to develop fresh evidence on the use of acupuncture for depression.

We used systematic processes to combine and interpret data from high-quality clinical trials of acupuncture
involving approximately 18,000 patients. The types of pain investigated in these trials were neck and lower
back pain, osteoarthritis of the knee, headache and migraine. We found acupuncture to be more than
simply a placebo as it was more effective than sham acupuncture, with sham acupuncture consisting of
needling that did not penetrate the skin or needling at the wrong points. Acupuncture was also found to
be better than standard medical care for all of these chronic pain conditions. In another analysis, we
compared acupuncture with other physical therapies for osteoarthritis of the knee and found acupuncture
to be one of the more clinically effective therapies and, when based on high-quality trial evidence, also
cost-effective. When all trials were analysed, transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation was cost-effective.
We also conducted a large-scale clinical trial of acupuncture or counselling for depression in which we
found both interventions to be clinically effective and acupuncture to be cost-effective. Counselling was
also cost-effective where acupuncture was contraindicated or unavailable.

Drawing together this evidence provides high-quality information on the effect of acupuncture for patients

with chronic pain or depression, offers directions for further research and gives health-care providers and
policy-makers an opportunity to consider if wider access to acupuncture is appropriate and cost-effective.
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