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A Pinch of Sugar for Pain
BY LAURA JoLANNES

A syringe ful l  of sugar rva-
ter may not sounti  l ike a cut-
t ing-edgc medical technique,
but a growing number of  doc-
tors say sugar inject jons cal lcd
prolotherapy can st inrulate
healinl l  and provide rei ief frrrrrt
a rani le of cirrr:nic pain condi '
t ions.  Scicnt i f ic  l i tcrature on
l lrolot lrcral ly, I trr lvl ' f  i '1 ' ,  1. t t
conclu st ! ' r t .

I \4orc than l  r luartcr of
Anrt 'r icirns sltrveyctl  hacl rr. '

ccntlv t 'xDc'rt
ACHES d encecl pain that
CLAIMS lasts nrtrre than

-- - -  2,1 l t t . ; t t ts- attd t .r f
thoso, .12-?,  had suffcrcd for
moro than a ; 'e l t r ,  accolc l i r tg t t t
a 2006 r tpol t  l )y lh( '  Nl t ionl l
Centor for  l lca)th Stet ist ics.
Mal ly tv l ) r .s of  r :hronic pain,  r r r
c lur l ing lon' t , r  b;r ,  k.  ar thr i t ts
and tennis eiborv,  can bc cf fcr ' -
t jvelv t roated by prolotherapy
aftcr  convenl  ional  nrcnsures
such as rcst  and phvsical  thcr-
aJry have fai lacl .  srv physic iar ts
lvho of fcr  the proccdr l r t .

In pr0lot i lerapl ' ,  a svr inge is
rused t t> in jcct  a l iquid.-of ten
containinl j  sug{ l r  but  which can
include a var iety of  other sub-
stances-- into thr  p l inful  area.
The idea is,  paradoxical l l ' .  to
( ' r { ' ; l lc ; r  rn i r ror  i r r l r r rv l ( )  st inru
latc a hcal ing rcsponsc. Sorne
( loct()r .s scoff  at  prolother: lp.v
anr l  mirny lnsurr l rs wor) ' t  cover
i t .  But the procrdLrro rs being
pcrfornret l  l - lv  a growrng nurn-
ber of  physic i r rns,  and has t 'verr

l la incd adhr:rents at  i r )st i t  u-
t rorrs srrc l r  Js thc j \ l , ry()  ( : l rn lc

and l jarvarcl  l \ {edicai  .School .
l ) r ices vary rv idcly,  f ront

$200 to $1,000 or nrore r  scs-
sion. Depe'ndi l ig on your in jut l
and your doctor,  you nr ight  get
three to s lx t reat lnel l ts or ntore
over several  r .n0nths.  Sonrc pa'
t rcnts get nraintenance treat-
nlr ' i l ts  f ( ) r  ycirrs.  ' l 'hc prtrce'
durc,  sotnet inrc.s conducte r l
undcr X-ray or ul t ra.sound
gr.r idance, can take l0 nl inutes
t0 an hour ()r  l r lore.  ' lhe salne
area is of ten in jcctcd nt tL l t ip le
t inros an( l  hurts about as nruclr
as " i f  Ic i t tno ul)  t ( ) ' r 'ou i ln( l
prncir td, , , ( l t1 : l ( . )  t lnt i 's ,"  \ i lVS
I loss Hau.si ' r ,  at t  ( )ak I 'ark.  I I l . ,
phvsic ian lvho perfornts t l te
procedure r t 'gular ly.

A local  ancstht ' t ic  is  I rscd
pr ior  to thc proceduro.  i lnd a
mi ld anesthct ic is r . r f ten tn ixed
rnt0 thc in ject lon f lutd.  Sonttr
doctors of fer  sedattvt ' : ; .  A vat  t '
r ty of  d()ctol  s . l ) ! ' r lor l l )  t l )e l ) i  ( )

cedlre,  including fami ly and
physical-nrcdic ine sPecial ists
i rn( i  ostcopl t lL lc ; l l tVsic i l t t ts

At lea: ; t  . l : )  r r 'sL 'aIc l l  r0ports
on prolothcrapy l tavc bccn ptrb-
l ishcd in thc nrcdical  l i tcrature,
but only t r  hancl lu l  of  thost '  arc
r lndomizccl  c l rn ical  t r ia ls- the
lypo lnost  rcspectcd by scrcn-
trsts,  says David Rabagcl ,  author
of  a r t 'v icw of  tht '  evidenct
pLrbl ishrrd ear l ier  t l t is  ycar ' .
" ' I 'he evrdcncc is su1;gest ive of
a posi t ivc cf fcct ,  but  l  lot  nxrrc
work is nocded,"  says I ) r .  Ra-
l ;ago, an assistal l t  professor of
fami ly nrct l ic i r rc at  the Univcr-
s i ty ol  Wiscorrs i t t  in Madison.

0thers aro rnorc ske'pt ical  of
t i lo lhcr i rpV. " l t  is  conlpk' t r ' ly
rv i thout an1, sciont i f ic  basis,"
says Jol t t r  l ) .  Loeset,  a pain
s1:cci l t l is t , rn( l  I ) r ( ) l ( 'ssor '  ( 'n l ( ' r i -
tus i l t  the l j r t ivcrs i ty of  Wash-
r  r t1 ' , ton l t t  S0i l t t  lC.

Thc st l t tngCst t 'v idt 'nce rn
t l r t '  sc ient i f ic  l i tcrature is fbr '
chronic t t 'ndort  problerns such
;rs tcnnis c lbolv,  says J0anne
tSorg-Stoin,  l r tedical  r l i rer : tor  o l '
the Spaulding We l lesle y l l t 'ha-
bi l i tat ion Ce'ntcr  in We l lcs lcy
Mass. Somo studies sugl i r .st  i t
r:an work for thumb ancl fingcr
;rr thr i t is ,  s l r t '  adds. ' l 'hc rv i -
dence for back pain is conf l ic t -
tng,  but Dr.  l lorg-Stoin says she
l inds j t  ef fect jvt ,  i t t  c : t ref i r l ly
solected pat i0nts.

One typtr  of  back pain,
caLrsccl  by kroscness r t f  the l ig,r t
rnents arclund thc '  sacloi l iac
j() int . - -near the hip--responcls
vcry rve' l l  to prolothclal)v,  s i lys
Michacl  Osborne, assistant pro-
l i 'ssol  of  phvslc l t l  medi t ' tnt '  and
rt 'habr i i tat ion at  ther Ma1,o
i i l in ic in . l i rcksonvi l lc ,  I " la.

S(:r ! 'nt lsts s i ly  t l le probl0r l l
rn studVing l ) ro lothe[apv has
beerr  that  cach pl tysic ian uscs
di f ferent s0lut iot ts-Oftort  cus-
t0l i l  mix€d--an( l  that  many
doctors conrbi t te the thcraPv
rvrth other l l lea.sures,  st t r :h as
slrrni t l  t t tat t i l tLt l i t t  t t ln.

'  lVl tct tyrru t t  ) '  t0_ l ) t i lk( :
sense of it, you are not golng
t()  get  a s i r t rp le l t t lswet,"  savs
.Si l l lon Dagcni i ls ,  an asslst i . lnt

profrssor at the University of
0ttawa, and author of a Co-
chrane Collaboration review on
plolothe'rapy for back pain. The
lcviorv, last uptlatcd erl ier
( lr is ycar, found that prolother-
apy alone isn't  effect ive for
troating chronic low back pain,
but that i t  may be helpfuJ when
corrrbined lvith other measures
inclurl inlJ spinal manipulat ion
artcl exercisc.

St 'vcral high-quali ty studies
hrrvc found prolothcrapy using
i l  sugAr solut ion no morc e'f fec-
t ive t lran a control inject ion
rvith salt  water. A 2003 study
of I l0 pcoplc wi th back pain,
yurbl ishcd in t l tc journal Spittc,
found patients i iot about
equally better with a glucose
prolotherapy inject ion or with
a salt  solut ion.

Crit ics saw this as a clear
in<l icat ion that the posit ive re-
sults seen by physicians was
based on t l t t ' fuct that patients
thought tht procedure would
help them. I lut advocates argue
that thr. salt-water injecti0ns
probably stinlulated healing as
rvcll. "lnjection with anything
is not a placebo," says K. Dean
Rtrt 'ves, ir  cl inical associate pro-
fcssor at tht '  University of Kan'
sas in Kansas City who special '
i?.os i l l  prolothcrapy.

lleti)rc U0ttintl prolotherapy,
ask the doctor to be clear
about how you wil l  ntake a de'
cision to end therapy, says Dr.
Dagcnais. Dr. Borg-Stein says
she expects to sce 5096 to 60%
iess parn by the third or f i )urth
visit ,  along with a functi t>nal
irnprovenlent. such as the abi l-
i ty to l i f t  a chi ld or throw a
bl l l .  l f  the re's no imprt lvcment,
i t 's t ime to try sonrethln8 else,
shc sirys. Pi l trents arc corn-
nronly sore for a few daYs af-
terward, says Dr" Reeves. More
scrrous srde effects can include
lnlccttor, wlttr th cott ld rest i l t  in
hospital izat ion, and bleeding.
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