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Plain English summary

Around 9 out of 10 head and neck cancer patients undergoing treatment experience pain, swelling
and sores in their mouth (oral mucositis). This can lead to weight loss, painful ulcers, difficulty

talking, eating and drinking, and even hospitalisation.

Current care includes helping patients to keep their mouth and teeth clean, encouraging them to have
a healthy diet and prescribing mouthwashes, painkillers and mouth-coating gels. However, these
treatments give limited help in preventing or treating this condition.

The LiTEFORM trial looked at whether or not low-level laser therapy could be used to prevent and
treat oral mucositis. Patients were allocated to one of two arms at random: active laser or fake (sham)
laser. Neither the patients nor the hospital staff knew which laser was being used.

Eighty-seven people joined the study during the time allowed (44 received low-level laser therapy
and 43 received sham treatment); however, this was a smaller number than the planned target of
380 people. As a result, no meaningful conclusion can be drawn from the results about whether the
therapy is beneficial or cost-effective.

People receiving the low-level laser therapy reported slightly more soreness in their mouth than those
receiving the sham laser, but this could be down to chance. The number of participants is too small to
draw conclusions about whether or not the low-level laser is helpful. Some patients found the laser
treatment sessions to be difficult.

Setting up a new service delivering laser therapy at the same time as cancer treatments was more
complicated than originally anticipated. Problems included the scheduling of appointments, finding
suitable rooms and having enough trained staff with time to deliver laser therapy.

However, this study has provided us with knowledge on how best to set up a laser therapy service in
the NHS as part of the cancer treatment pathway and the costs involved. These findings could help
future studies looking into low-level laser therapy for those with head and neck cancer.
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