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a b s t r a c t

The German Randomized Acupuncture Trial for chronic shoulder pain (GRASP) comprised 424 outpa-
tients with chronic shoulder pain (CSP) P6 weeks and an average pain score of VAS P50 mm, who were
randomly assigned to receive Chinese acupuncture (verum), sham acupuncture (sham) or conventional
conservative orthopaedic treatment (COT). The patients were blinded to the type of acupuncture and
treated by 31 office-based orthopaedists trained in acupuncture; all received 15 treatments over 6 weeks.
The 50% responder rate for pain was measured on a VAS 3 months after the end of treatment (primary
endpoint) and directly after the end of the treatment (secondary endpoint). Results: In the ITT
(n = 424) analysis, percentages of responders for the primary endpoint were verum 65% (95% CI 56–
74%) (n = 100), sham 24% (95% CI 9–39%) (n = 32), and COT 37% (95% CI 24–50%) (n = 50); secondary
endpoint: verum 68% (95% CI 58–77%) (n = 92), sham 40% (95% CI 27–53%) (n = 53), and COT 28% (95%
CI 14–42%) (n = 38). The results are significant for verum over sham and verum over COT (p < 0.01) for
both the primary and secondary endpoints. The PPP analysis of the primary (n = 308) and secondary end-
points (n = 360) yields similar responder results for verum over sham and verum over COT (p < 0.01).
Descriptive statistics showed greater improvement of shoulder mobility (abduction and arm-above-head
test) for the verum group versus the control group immediately after treatment and after 3 months. The
trial indicates that Chinese acupuncture is an effective alternative to conventional orthopaedic treatment
for CSP.

! 2010 International Association for the Study of Pain. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Chronic shoulder pain (CSP) is a widespread condition. In Great
Britain, about 17% of all chronic pain patients of general practitio-
ners had suffered from shoulder pain in the previous 4 weeks and
in the US about 7 billion dollars are spent annually on direct cost of
treatment of disorders related to the shoulder joint [26,32]. The re-
ported incidence of shoulder pain has increased 100% over the last
10 years, mainly because of changing work habits and sports activ-
ities, but also because of more sensitive diagnostic procedures.
While in the 70s orthopaedic interest focused on the hip joint,
emphasis shifted to the knee in the 80s and then to the shoulder

in the 90s [13,33]. Pain and stiffness of the shoulder is commonly
caused by rotator cuff disorders including tendonitis and bursitis,
by adhesive capsulitis and by osteoarthrosis of the gleno-humeral
joint [26]. The normal course of the disease consists of a gradual or
sudden onset accompanied by night pain and pain on moving the
affected joint. The mobility of the shoulder joint then becomes pro-
gressively more limited until in many cases a ‘‘frozen” or stiff
shoulder is the result. The process, according to most of the litera-
ture, is generally ‘‘self-limiting”, lasting for about 1–3 years. Never-
theless a significant number of patients suffer from a residual,
clinically detectable restriction of movement beyond three years
[3]. The common treatments for shoulder pain are NSAIDs, physio-
therapy, cortisone injections and ‘‘wait and see” [43]. Unfortu-
nately none of these treatments is clearly proven to be effective
for CSP in the long run, calling for new treatment strategies to
improve the situation of CSP sufferers [3,43].

In Chinese Medicine, CSP is considered one of the indications
most amenable to treatment with acupuncture [12,15,36,37,46].
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A small number of clinical and methodologically diverse trials have
been published recently which show little evidence to support or
refute the use of acupuncture for shoulder pain and, as Green
et al. concluded, there is a need for further well-designed clinical
trials [5,17,22,38]. The German Randomized Acupuncture Trial
for chronic shoulder pain (GRASP), a pragmatic, patient-blinded,
three-armed, multi-centre trial, tested pain reduction of Chinese
acupuncture 3 months and directly after treatment in comparison
to sham acupuncture and conventional orthopaedic treatment in
31 orthopaedic centres for outpatient care in Germany. We used
an outpatient care setting because it resembles the environment
in which acupuncture is normally delivered. The multi-centre de-
sign gives the trial a high external validity and allowed us to in-
clude 424 patients, making GRASP one of the largest pragmatic
RCTs to date to study acupuncture for chronic pain of the shoulder
joint. GRASP was funded by the German Ministry of Education,
Science and Research. Reference No. 01KT9411/9.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Patients and randomisation

Acupuncture-naïve patients were recruited from office-based
orthopaedic physicians between 1997 and 1999 (last patient
out 8/99). Data from the medical examinations were sent via
fax to the Department of Statistics in Medicine, Heinrich Heine
University Düsseldorf, and assessed for eligibility according to
the following criteria: one-sided shoulder pain for at least
6 weeks and up to two years; an average pain score of 50 mm
or more on a 100-mm visual analogue scale (VAS) in the past
week; age between 25 and 65 years; the ability to communicate
in German; no neurological disorders causing shoulder pain; no

referred pain from the cervical spine; no osteoarthritis of the
gleno-humeral joint or systemic bone and joint disorder (e.g.
rheumatoid arthritis); no history of shoulder surgery; no other
current therapy involving analgesics; no overt psychiatric illness;
no pregnancy; no incapacity for work longer than 3 months pre-
ceding the trial, and no pending compensation procedure (the
latter to exclude a conflict of interest between the expected
social benefit payments and possible positive treatment effects).
All patients were informed about the trial and written consent
was obtained. Care was taken that all patients received identical
information about the trial (trial profile see Table 1). The study
was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki
and the Guidelines for Good Clinical practice. The protocol was
assessed and approved by the two ethics review boards of the
participating regions.

Using central telephone randomisation (Department of Statis-
tics in Medicine, Heinrich Heine University Düsseldorf), the pa-
tients were randomly allocated to treatment groups and
informed via fax. The randomisation list was prepared with the
SAS software package, version 6.12, and was concealed and re-
corded on a secure central database. Treatment assignment to
one of verum acupuncture (verum), sham acupuncture (sham), or
conventional orthopaedic conservative treatment (COT) was
known to the acupuncturist. Randomisation was stratified in two
balanced strata according to patient age: 25 to 645 years (stratum
1) and 46 to 665 years (stratum 2). The patients were blinded to
whether they received verum or sham acupuncture, but were not
blinded to COT. Therapy was administered by 31 office-based
orthopaedists who all had passed nationally recognized acupunc-
ture examinations with a minimum of 140 training hours, and
additionally had attended a 1-day seminar explaining the specific
modalities of the trial therapy.

Table 1
Flowchart of the trial.
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2.1.1. Hypothesis and sample size
H0: There is no significant difference in the responder rate for

the acupuncture group (verum) compared to that of sham and of
COT. HN: There is a significant difference for the responder rate
in the verum group compared to that of sham and of COT. The pa-
tients with a pain reduction of at least 50% compared to baseline
were classified as responders. On the basis of pilot studies and re-
views of published acupuncture trials, our trial was planned to de-
tect a responder difference of verum over COT of at least 20%. To
reach a test power of 90% to reject the H0 hypothesis with a level
of significance of a = 0.025 for verum over sham and verum over
COT, respectively, the calculated sample size was 459 valuable
patients.

2.2. Intervention

2.2.1. Verum
The patients received 15 treatments of Chinese acupuncture,

one to three per week, each lasting for 20 min. After a literature
review of Chinese acupuncture textbooks [12,15,36,37,46] and a
discussion by an expert panel (one author of a leading German
acupuncture textbook, four experienced acupuncture practitio-
ners and teachers) the following points were selected: one to
three locus dolendi (Ahshi) points; local and distal points accord-
ing to the channel and the individual location of the pain: ven-
tral – Lung 1, 2; ventrolateral – Large Intestine 4, 11, 14, 15;
lateral – Sanjiao 5, 13, 14; dorsal – Small Intestine 3, 9.

Additionally distal points on the homolateral leg could be se-
lected from Stomach 38, Gallbladder 34, Bladder 58; while nee-
dling these distal points a brief movement of the shoulder was
allowed. Depending on the site and quality of the reported pain,
5–10 (average 8) needles (AsiaMed 0.3 mm) were inserted uni-
laterally to a depth of 1–2 cm. Needle manipulation was mild
to strong, to achieve a feeling of heat and numbness around
the acupuncture point (Deqi) (Fig. 1).

2.2.2. Sham
The patients received 15 treatments, one to three per week,

each lasting for 20 min. Sham acupuncture was carried out by
the same physicians as verum acupuncture and was standardized
to 8 needles at defined non-acupuncture points, 4 needles above
the medial part of the tibia bilaterally, with depth of needle inser-
tion less than 5 mm (Fig. 1). Other than that, management of these
patients and information provided to them was identical to that in
the verum group.

2.2.3. COT
The patients received conventional orthopaedic therapy with

50 mg diclofenac daily. Additionally 15 treatment sessions were
individually selected from physiotherapy, physical exercise, heat
or cold therapy, ultra-sonic treatment and TENS. Injections or cor-
tisone applications of any kind were not allowed. Other than that
management of these patients and information provided to them
was identical to that in the other two groups.

Fig. 1. Acupuncture points. Verum acupuncture: one to three locus dolendi (Ahshi) points; local and distal points according to the channel and the individual location of the
pain: ventral – Lung 1, 2; ventrolateral – Large Intestine 4, 11, 14, 15; lateral – Sanjiao 5, 13, 14; dorsal – Small Intestine 3, 9, depth of needle insertion 1–2 cm. Sham
acupuncture: 4 needles above the medial part of the left and right tibia, with depth of needle insertion less than 5 mm.
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2.3. Data assessment

Personal data and details of the patient’s medical history and
present condition were obtained in the outpatient orthopaedic
centres and included: localization and duration of CSP, impairment
of work or sports activity, whether pain was worse at night, num-
ber of physicians consulted for shoulder pain, past treatments, and
medical drug intake lasting more than 14 days.

Pain intensity was recorded on a 100-mm VAS by patients
themselves, with 0 representing ‘‘no pain at all” and 100 mm rep-
resenting ‘‘most intense pain imaginable”.

The physical record of the shoulder included X-ray to detect
osteoarthritis of the gleno-humeral joint or other bone pathology,
results of the tests for diminished strength or atrophy of the mus-
cle, and results of the tests of range of passive motion (abduction,
adduction, rotation, and elevation). For diagnostic tests the Jobe
test and the arm-above-head test were chosen. Data needed for
correct Chinese acupuncture treatment were taken: precise pain
localization and its relation to acupuncture channels, and pain
quality (e.g. deep or superficial, of fixed or moving location, and
influenced by cold or heat).

Three months after the end of the 6-week treatment protocol
(primary endpoint) and directly after the end of the treatment pro-
tocol (secondary endpoint), the patients were asked to document
the pain on the VAS (average pain level during the last 7 days)
and shoulder mobility was assessed by the physician. In case of
treatment protocol failures, the reasons were documented (e.g.
need for surgery and worsening of the condition).

2.4. Primary and secondary endpoints

We chose pain as the primary and secondary endpoints for the
following two reasons: (I) Acupuncture is considered to be primar-
ily a treatment for pain, and (II) in an outpatient setting the treat-
ing physician also assesses the treatment outcome, therefore
mobility assessment is more prone to be influenced by the physi-
cian’s treatment beliefs than is a VAS score, self-reported by the pa-
tient. The patients with a reduction of at least 50% from the
baseline VAS, with the VAS score referring to the average pain level
during the last 7 days before measurement, were classified as
responders. We chose this criterion because firstly it is well estab-
lished for pain and acupuncture trials and secondly a pain reduc-
tion of at least 50% is considered to be clinically relevant [11,27].
The patients for whom no data were available for the primary or
secondary endpoints were counted as treatment failures. From pi-
lot data, clinical experience, and previous acupuncture trials [27]
we observed that treatment outcome was better 3 months after
the end of the treatment than directly after the end of the treat-
ment. Therefore for the primary endpoint the responder rate was
determined 3 months after the end of the treatment, and for the
secondary endpoint it was determined directly after the end of
the treatment protocol.

2.5. Statistical analysis

The patients who received at least one study treatment consti-
tuted the safety population and the intention-to-treat (ITT) analy-
sis, irrespective of their compliance or adherence to protocol
specifications. An additional per-protocol analysis (PPP) was
undertaken for patients without major protocol deviations who
could be interviewed for the primary or secondary endpoints.
The patients for whom no endpoint data were available were
counted as treatment failures.

Statistical analysis was completed by statisticians who were
blinded to treatment allocation (Department for Statistics in
Medicine, Heinrich Heine University of Düsseldorf). To detect

departures from homogeneity after randomization, the three
treatment groups were compared with nonparametric tests:
the Kruskal–Wallis for metrically scaled, continuously distributed
variables (VAS, age, duration of chronic pain), and the chi-square
contingency tables test for nominally and ordinally scaled vari-
ables (gender, frequencies of pain attacks, and intensity of night
pain).

COT and shamwere each compared to verumwith a global level
of significance of a = 0.05 for the single primary endpoint (nominal
level a = 0.025. Frequencies were compared with an approximate
chi-square or an exact Fisher test, as appropriate; for quantitative
variables, the changes were compared between the treatment
groups using the nonparametric Mann–Whitney–Wilcoxon rank
test. Nominal confidence levels were adjusted for multiple testing
according to the appropriate adjustments for tests of effects in each
comparison. All calculations were carried out with the SAS soft-
ware package, version 6.12, under the OS/2 operating system.

3. Results

3.1. Patients and randomisation

Thirty-one orthopaedists recruited 452 outpatients, of whom
442 could be successfully randomised after external screening.
The most common reason for non-randomisation (n = 10) was
violation of the inclusion criteria. Eighteen patients were ran-
domised but did not enter the treatment protocol and no data
were obtained. Four hundred and twenty-four patients constitute
the safety population and the ITT analysis; 308 patients for the
primary endpoint and 360 patients for the secondary endpoint
had no major protocol violations and constituted the patient
per-protocol analysis (Table 1). All baseline characteristics (gen-
der, age, duration of disease, intensity of pain, radiographic and
clinical diagnosis) were similar across the three treatment
groups (Table 2). In the ITT population 62.3% of all trial patients
were female. The patients were approximately 50.8 (SD
9.7) years old and reported of moderate to severe pain that
had lasted on average 10.6 (SD 9.5) months. In 57.6% the pain
was in the right shoulder. The shoulder pain interfered with
most patients’ ability to work (73.3%), engage in leisure activities
(60.6)%, and sleep (70.4%). Most patients had consulted one to
three medical doctors (78.5%). Prior to the trial 52% of patients
had received oral drug treatment (NSAIDs and others), 45.9%
had received injections in the shoulder joint, and 43% had re-
ceived physical therapy (mobilisation, massage, infrared radia-
tion, electrotherapy and others). In significant numbers of
patients, radiographs revealed calcium deposits at the supraspi-
natus tendon (32.6%), osteoarthrosis of the acromioclavicular
joint (10.9%), or lifting of the shoulder head (22.4%). Clinical
diagnoses included bursitis subacromialis (40.0%), bursitis calcar-
ea (29.4%), frozen shoulder (3.9%) and biceps tendonitis (2.5%).
For shoulder mobility at baseline see Table 2.

3.1.1. Primary endpoint
In the ITT analysis, 65% (95% CI 56–74%) of patients in the

verum group (n = 100), 24% (95% CI 9–39%) in the sham group
(n = 32), and 37% (95% CI 24–50%) in the COT group (n = 50) re-
ported of pain relief of at least 50% 3 months after the end of
treatment and were classified as responders; the results are sig-
nificant for verum versus sham (p < 0.01) and for verum versus
COT (p < 0.01). These significant differences remain robust in
the per-protocol analysis with a responder rate of 78% (95% CI
71–85%) in the verum group (n = 100), 43% (95% CI 32–54%) in
the sham group (n = 32), and 47% (95% CI 37.5–56.5%) in the
COT group (n = 50) (Table 3).
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3.1.2. Secondary endpoint
Directly after the end of the treatment protocol, pain relief of at

least 50% was reported by 68% (95% CI 58–77%) in the verum group
(n = 92), 40% (95% CI 27–53%) in the sham group (n = 53), and 28%
(95% CI 14–42%) in the COT group (n = 38); verum versus sham
(p < 0.01), verum versus COT (p < 0.01). The significant difference
between the treatment groups did not change in the per-protocol
analyses with 64% (95% CI 56–72%) in the verum group (n = 92),
43% (95% CI 34–52%) in the sham group (n = 53), and 40% (95% CI
30–50%) in the COT group (n = 38) (Table 4).

Additional post hoc analysis (ITT) revealed that the mean VAS
scores changed (i) in the verum group from 66.31 at baseline to
25.46 directly after treatment and to 18.51 after 3 months; (ii) in
the sham group from 65.96 at baseline to 35.37 directly after treat-
ment and to 33.42 after 3 months; (iii) in the COT group from 66.20
at baseline to 40.29 directly after treatment and to 33.13 after
3 months (p < 0.001) (Table 5). The mobility of the shoulder –
assessed by abduction and ability to raise the arm above the head
– and the number of patients reporting of no pain on the Jobes test
increased in all groups, but to a greater extent in the verum group
(p < 0.05) (Table 5).

No serious adverse events or side effects were observed in any
of the intervention groups.

4. Discussion

The GRASP trial shows that a course of 15 acupuncture treat-
ments more effectively reduces pain and improves mobility in pa-
tients with chronic shoulder pain then does standard therapy using
NSAIDs and physiotherapy. The therapeutic effect can be observed
immediately after the end of the treatment and for a period of up

to 3 months, with the difference between acupuncture and stan-
dard therapy increasing over this time. Our results suggest that
verum acupuncture is superior to sham acupuncture. With 424 pa-
tients treated in 31 outpatient centres, the trial has a high external
validity, and shows that acupuncture can be effectively integrated
into the medical setting of an outpatient care environment. To our
knowledge this is the largest pragmatic trial on acupuncture for
CSP conducted to date.

4.1. Strength and limitations

Our results are applicable to the typical patient with CSP. The
patients in this study had a mean VAS pain score of 66, an average
age of 50.8 and an average duration of the disease of 10.6 months,
and thus had typical items and characteristics found in other trial
populations and surveys [3,16,38].

The acupuncture treatment designed for this study consisted of
a set of obligatory points as well as points selected on an individual
basis. Although there are many different forms of acupuncture, the
Chinese acupuncture treatment used in this trial reflects a broad
consensus in the literature and is based on a treatment strategy
that is widely used in Germany.

The origin of shoulder pain is manifold and not always clear.
Generally accepted guidelines for the conventional treatment of
shoulder pain conditions do not exist [6,19,29]. Care was taken
to exclude standard therapy procedures of unproven efficacy, such
as injections of any kind, which might interfere with acupuncture
needling, especially when coincidentally placed in acupuncture
points [1–3,21,41,44]. In the absence of accepted guidelines, the
standard therapy protocol was developed by consulting textbooks
on orthopaedic treatment of shoulder pain, experienced clinicians

Table 3
Primary endpoint, ITT and PP analysis (3 months after treatment protocol). Responders: patients with a reduction of at least 50% from the baseline VAS, with the VAS score
referring to the average pain level during the last 7 days before measurement. n = number of assessed patients, who had followed the treatment protocol, n.a. = number of
patients not available. Percentage of assessed patients. Verum = Chinese acupuncture, sham = sham acupuncture, COT = conventional orthopedic therapy.

Characteristics Sham Verum COT Total

Sample size 135 154 135 424

Pain reliefP 50% Verum/sham Verum/COT
ITT analysis: primary endpoint (3 months after treatment protocol)
Yes 32 (23.7%) 100 (64.9%) 50 (37.0%) 182
No 103 (76.3%) 54 (35.1%) 85 (63.0%) 242
p-Value <0.001 <0.001
Odds ratio (95% CI) 5.96 (3.45–10.35) 3.15 (1.90–5.23)
PP analysis: primary endpoint (3 months after treatment protocol)
Yes 32 (43.2%) 100 (78.1%) 50 (47.2%) 182
No 42 (56.8%) 28 (21.9%) 56 (52.8%) 126
n 74 128 106 308
n.a. 61 26 29 116
p-Value <0.001 <0.001
Odds ratio (95% CI) 4.69 (2.41–9.18) 4.00 (2.19–7.35)

Table 2
Baseline characteristics. Verum = Chinese acupuncture; sham = sham acupuncture; COT = conventional orthopedic therapy; SD = standard deviation; * = chi-
square test; ** = F-test. All baseline characteristics (gender, age, duration of disease, intensity of pain, and clinical diagnosis) were similar across the three
treatment groups, no significant differences were detected.

Baseline characteristics Sham Verum COT p-Value

Sample sizes: number of patients 135 154 135
Gender: male/female (%) 45/89 (33/66) 66/88 (43/57) 45/87 (33/64) 0.18*
Affected shoulder: right/left (%) 87/48 (64/36) 86/68 (56/44) 71/64 (53/47) 0.12*
Age: mean in years (SD) 51.3 (9.4) 50.3 (9.6) 50.8 (10.0) 0.68**
Duration of the disease: mean in months (SD) 11.6 (11.4) 10.7 (9.7) 9.6 (7.3) 0.23**
Pain intensity VAS: mean (SD) 66.0 (13.8) 66.3 (13.6) 66.2 (13.9) 0.98**
Shoulder mobility – abduction: mean in degrees (SD) 129 (41.6) 129 (36.3) 125 (39.4) 0.62**
Jobe test positive: n (%) 100 (74) 115 (75) 93 (69) 0.49*
Full elevation of the arm possible: n (%) 69 (51) 82 (53) 67 (50) 0.82*
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and an expert panel. The standard therapy protocol therefore re-
flects the usual clinical treatment of shoulder pain in Germany,
with the exception that neither injections of any kind nor cortisone
therapy were allowed.

In view of the outpatient care setting of the trial, we chose end-
points that are generally accepted for shoulder pain, and that can
easily be assessed by the patients themselves. Since acupuncture
is primarily regarded as a pain treatment, the outcome criteria re-
fer to shoulder pain. The CONSTANT score deliberately was not
used, because only 15% of it refers to pain and the remaining 85%
to shoulder function [8]. In accordance with Collins et al., who
showed in a meta-analysis that simple outcome scales correlate
highly with very complex tools of pain or functional measure-
ments, we argue that the VAS scale is a very satisfactory replace-
ment for the CONSTANT score, especially in an outpatient
environment [7].

All investigators were counselled and trained to give equal
information, time and care to all patients, regardless of treatment
group. Because of the setting of the trial in outpatient treatment
centres, the trial is patient blinded but not observer blinded for
verum and sham acupuncture and not blinded for standard ther-
apy. We did not formally examine the success of blinding nor

patients’ expectations since the trial was designed and carried
out before the testing of these confounders became well-accepted
methodological procedures for acupuncture trials [31]. However,
the equal drop-out rates of 11 patients in the verum group and
12 patients in the sham group during the expanded treatment pro-
tocol of 6 weeks strongly suggest that patient blinding was suc-
cessful and that both verum and sham treatments were equally
convincing.

At the point of the 3-month follow-up, the trial was compro-
mised by the loss of about 27% of trial patients. However, this is
not unusual for trials in an ambulatory environment and the PPP
analysis shows the robustness of the data [10].

In acupuncture trials practitioners cannot be blinded and thus
the practitioners’ belief might introduce a bias in favour of acu-
puncture in the assessment of the patient (e.g. mobility of the
shoulder). One cannot fully rule out this effect in a pragmatic trial
located in an outpatient setting but we took care to minimize it by
choosing pain, reported by patients themselves on the VA scale, as
the primary outcome metric. Although we did not observe any
serious adverse events (SAEs), it cannot be excluded that this is
due to an underreporting by centres not being experienced in
reporting SAEs.

Table 4
Secondary endpoint, ITT and PP analysis (directly after treatment protocol). Responders: patients with a reduction of at least 50% from the baseline VAS, with the VAS score
referring to the average pain level during the last 7 days before measurement. n = number of assessed patients, who had followed the treatment protocol, n.a. = number of
patients not available. Percentage of assessed patients. Verum = Chinese acupuncture, sham = sham acupuncture, COT = conventional orthopedic therapy.

Characteristics Sham Verum COT Total

Sample sizes 135 154 135 424

Pain reliefP 50% Verum/sham Verum/COT
ITT analysis: secondary endpoint (directly after treatment protocol)
Yes 53 (39.3%) 92 (68.1%) 38 (28.1%) 182
No 82 (60.7%) 62 (31.9%) 97 (71.9%) 242
p-Value <0.001 <0.001
Odds ratio (95% CI) 2.30 (1.40–3.78) 3.77 (2.24–6.41)

PP analysis: secondary endpoint (directly after treatment protocol)
Yes 53 (43.1%) 92 (64.3%) 38 (40.4%) 183
No 70 (56.9%) 51 (35.7%) 56 (59.6%) 177
n 123 143 94 360
n.a. 12 11 41 64
p-Value <0.001 <0.001
Odds ratio (95% CI) 2.38 (1.41–4.03) 2.65 (1.50–4.71)

Table 5
Additional results (post hoc analyses): mean pain intensity on VAS and shoulder mobility. Verum = Chinese acupuncture, sham = sham acupuncture, COT = conventional
orthopedic therapy. SD = standard deviation. Post hoc analysis of p-values:* = chi-square test; ** = F-test. For all VAS measurements patients were asked to evaluate the average
pain intensity during the last week.

Sham Verum COT Verum/sham mean
of difference (95% CI)

p-Value Verum/COT mean
of difference (95% CI)

p-Value
135 154 135

Mean pain intensity on VAS: mean (SD)
Baseline 66.0/13.8 66.3/13.6 66.2/13.9
Immediately after treatment protocol 35/26.9 25/24.0 40/26.7 10 (4.12–15.89) <0.001** 15 (9.13–20.87) <0.001**
Three-month follow-up 33/29.6 19/23.3 33/26.6 14 (7.87–20.13) <0.001** 14 (8.22–19.78) <0.001**
Shoulder mobility: positive Jobe test n (%)
Baseline 100 (74) 115 (75) 93 (69)
Immediately after treatment protocol 66 (49) 48 (31) 79 (58) 2.11 (1.27–3.51) 0.002* 3.11 (1.87–5.21) <0.001*
Three-month follow-up 87 (64) 48 (31) 57 (42) 4.00 (2.38–6.74) <0.001* 1.61 (0.97–2.69) 0.051*

Shoulder mobility: abduction, degree (SD)
Baseline 129 (41.6) 129 (36.3) 125 (39.4)
Immediately after treatment protocol 141 (38.0) 153 (31.5) 136 (38.5) 12 (3.95–20.05) 0.004** 17 (8.89–25.12) <0.001**
Three-month follow-up 143 (36.2) 154 (32.2) 145 (32.0) 11 (3.08–18.92) 0.007** 9 (1.55–16.45) 0.018

Full elevation of arm possible n (%)
Baseline 69 (51) 82 (53) 67 (50)
Immediately after treatment protocol 79 (64) 117 (82) 58 (62) 2.24 (1.31–3.83) 0.001* 4.20 (2.46–7.17) <0.001*
Three-month follow-up 53 (72) 110 (86) 76 (72) 3.87 (2.30–6.52) <0.001* 1.94 (1.16–3.26) 0.007*
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4.2. Comparison to other studies

Our results are supported by the outcomes of other, smaller tri-
als testing acupuncture for shoulder pain alone or as an adjunct
treatment to physiotherapy [4,22,38] as well as by one larger trial
recently published. Vas et al. showed that single-point acupunc-
ture in association with physiotherapy improves shoulder function
and alleviates pain, compared with mock TENS and physiotherapy
[42]. For locomotive disorders, superiority of acupuncture over
standard therapy has also been documented by other large-scale
multi-centre trials. The German Acupuncture trials (GERAC) (gon-
arthrosis, low back pain) and two independent RCTs on acupunc-
ture for low back pain, one by one of the authors (AM et al.), the
other by Thomas et al. in an outpatient environment in Great Brit-
ain, showed acupuncture to be superior to standard therapy
[18,34,40]. All of these large-scale, rigorous RCTs revealed the pat-
tern that, as in our trial, the difference between standard therapy
and acupuncture increases over time. Furthermore in the GRASP
trial we discovered a substantial difference between verum and
sham acupuncture. For shoulder pain Vas et al. also detected this
difference between verum acupuncture and mock TENS. Still, a sig-
nificant difference between verum and sham acupuncture is not a
common finding in rigorous RCTs. One explanation for our findings
might be the fact that in the GRASP trial, the sham acupuncture
points were located on the leg, far away from the verum Chinese
acupuncture points at the shoulder joint. This also can be observed
in the large-scale acupuncture trials in Germany (ART, osteoarthro-
sis and GERAC, headache trials): the further away sham points
were located from verum points, the greater the observed differ-
ence between verum and sham treatment [9,11,45].

Patients’ expectation and placebo responses have been shown
to contribute substantially to the effect of acupuncture. This has
been widely discussed in the literature [20,24,25,35]. However,
the time pattern of sustained and increasing effect as shown in
the GRASP trial as well as in some other recently published RCTs
on acupuncture might not be sufficiently explained by those fac-
tors only. Nor does the well-established mechanism of acupunc-
ture-stimulating endorphins explain a long-term therapeutic
effect lasting more than 3 months [36]. We therefore suggest that
other as yet unidentified mechanisms need to be investigated, such
as stimulation of anti-inflammatory cytokines and growth factors
by destruction and stimulation of cell tissues resulting from the
insertion and manual stimulation of the acupuncture needle. This
has been recently supported by experimental evidence. Langevin
has shown that rotation of a needle inserted in the skin (rat model)
activates fibroblasts and induces active growth of cell shape [23]. It
has also been shown that electroacupuncture (EA) upregulates
platelet-derived growth factors (PDGFs) in the dorsal root ganglion

in cats [39], EA upregulates the endogenous insulin-like growth
factor 1 (IGF-1) expression following cerebral ischemia after mid-
dle cerebral artery occlusion in monkeys [14], EA inhibits interleu-
kin 6 (IL-6) secretion, reduces NF-jB DNA-binding activity in
anaphylactic and inflammatory reactions [28], and EA for 11 days
in rats with retinitis pigmentosa causes an increase of retinal nerve
growth factor (NGF) and enhanced vascularization [30]. We there-
fore hypothesize that especially the long-term effect of acupunc-
ture as shown in this and the other recent large-scale RCTs
speaks in favour of a multicausal theory for the effect of acupunc-
ture. Besides the role of endorphins, placebo and expectation fac-
tors, such a theory should also include direct mechanically
induced effects on cell hormones.

5. Conclusion

The pragmatic GRASP trial showed that Chinese acupuncture is
an effective alternative to conventional standard therapy in
chronic shoulder pain. Fifteen Chinese acupuncture treatments
over 6 weeks are more effective than conventional standard ther-
apy with NSAIDs and physiotherapy. After the end of treatment,
the therapeutic effect of acupuncture lasts for 3 months. The prag-
matic trial shows that verum acupuncture is more effective than
sham acupuncture at non-verum points located far away from
the verum acupuncture points.
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Appendix A. Consort statement

Paper section and topic Item Descriptor Reported in
Section no.

TITLE and ABSTRACT 1 How participants were allocated to interventions (e.g., ‘‘random allocation”,
‘‘randomized”, or ‘‘randomly assigned”)

INTRODUCTION
Background

2 Scientific background and explanation of rationale 1

METHODS
Participants

3 Eligibility criteria for participants and the settings and locations where the data
were collected

2.1

Interventions 4 Precise details of the interventions intended for each group and how and when they
were actually administered

2.2

Objectives 5 Specific objectives and hypotheses 2.1.1
Outcomes 6 Clearly defined primary and secondary outcome measures and, when applicable, 2.4
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Appendix A (continued)

Paper section and topic Item Descriptor Reported in
Section no.

any methods used to enhance the quality of measurements (e.g., multiple
observations, training of assessors)

Sample size 7 How sample size was determined and, when applicable, explanation of any interim
analyses and stopping rules

2.1.1

Randomization –
Sequence generation

8 Method used to generate the random allocation sequence, including details of any
restrictions (e.g., blocking, stratification)

2.1

Randomization –
Allocation
concealment

9 Method used to implement the random allocation sequence (e.g., numbered
containers or central telephone), clarifying whether the sequence was concealed
until interventions were assigned

2.1

Randomization –
Implementation

10 Who generated the allocation sequence, who enrolled participants, and who
assigned participants to their groups

2.1

Blinding (masking) 11 Whether or not participants, those administering the interventions, and those
assessing the outcomes were blinded to group assignment. If done, how the success
of blinding was evaluated

2.1

Statistical methods 12 Statistical methods used to compare groups for primary outcome(s); Methods for
additional analyses, such as subgroup analyses and adjusted analyses

2.5

RESULTS
Participant flow

13 Flow of participants through each stage (a diagram is strongly recommended).
Specifically, for each group report the numbers of participants randomly assigned,
receiving intended treatment, completing the study protocol, and analyzed for the
primary outcome. Describe protocol deviations from study as planned, together
with reasons

2.1, Table 1

Recruitment 14 Dates defining the periods of recruitment and follow-up 2.1
Baseline data 15 Baseline demographic and clinical characteristics of each group 3.1, Table 2
Numbers analyzed 16 Number of participants (denominator) in each group included in each analysis and

whether the analysis was by ‘‘intention-to-treat”. State the results in absolute
numbers when feasible (e.g., 10/20, not 50%)

3, Tables 3–5

Outcomes and
estimation

17 For each primary and secondary outcome, a summary of results for each group, and
the estimated effect size and its precision (e.g., 95% confidence interval)

3, Tables 3–5

Ancillary analyses 18 Address multiplicity by reporting any other analyses performed, including
subgroup analyses and adjusted analyses, indicating those pre-specified and those
exploratory

Not
applicable

Adverse events 19 All important adverse events or side effects in each intervention group 3.1.2
DISCUSSION

Interpretation
20 Interpretation of the results, taking into account study hypotheses, sources of

potential bias or imprecision and the dangers associated with multiplicity of
analyses and outcomes

4.1

Generalizability 21 Generalizability (external validity) of the trial findings 4
Overall evidence 22 General interpretation of the results in the context of current evidence 4.1
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