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Plain English summary

Approximately 1 in 20 people suffers from kidney stones that pass down the urine drainage tube
(ureter) into the urinary bladder and cause episodes of severe pain (ureteric colic). People with ureteric

colic attend hospital for pain relief and diagnosis. Although most stones smaller than 10mm eventually
reach the bladder and are passed during urination, some get stuck and have to be removed using telescopic
surgery (called ureteroscopic stone treatment) or shockwave therapy (called shockwave lithotripsy).

Ureteroscopic stone treatment involves passing a telescope-containing instrument through the bladder
and into the ureter to fragment and/or remove the stone. This is usually carried out under general
anaesthetic as a day case. For shockwave lithotripsy, the patient lies flat on a couch and the apparatus
underneath them generates shockwaves that pass through the skin to the ureter and break the stones
into smaller fragments, which can be passed naturally in the urine. This involves using X-ray or ultrasound
to locate the stone, but can be carried out on an outpatient basis and without general anaesthetic.
Telescopic surgery is known to be more successful at removing stones after just one treatment, but it
requires more time in hospital and has a higher risk of complications than shockwave lithotripsy (however,
shockwave lithotripsy may require more than one session of treatment).

Our study, the Therapeutic Interventions for Stones of the Ureter trial, was designed to establish if
treatment for ureteric colic should start with telescopic surgery or shockwave therapy. Over 600 NHS
patients took part and they were split into two groups. Each patient had an equal chance of their
treatment starting with either telescopic surgery or shockwave lithotripsy, which was decided by a
computer program (via random allocation). We counted how many patients in each group had further
procedures to remove their stone. We found that telescopic surgery was 11% more effective overall,
with an associated slightly better quality of life (10 more healthy days over the 6-month period), but
was more expensive in an NHS setting. The finding of a lack of any significant additional clinical benefit
leads to the conclusion that the more cost-effective treatment pathway is shockwave lithotripsy with
telescopic surgery used only in those patients in whom shockwave lithotripsy is unsuccessful.
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