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Background: Laser therapy has been proposed as a physical therapy for musculoskeletal disorders 
and has attained popularity because no side effects have been reported after treatment. However, its 
true effectiveness is still controversial because several clinical trials have reported the ineffectiveness 
of lasers in treating pain.

Methods: In this systematic review, we investigate the clinical effectiveness of low-level laser therapy 
(LLLT) on joint pain. Clinical trials on joint pain satisfying the following conditions are included: the 
laser is irradiated on the joint area, the PEDro scale score is at least 5, and the effectiveness of the trial 
is measured using a visual analogue scale (VAS). To estimate the overall effectiveness of all included 
clinical trials, a mean weighted difference in change of pain on VAS was used.

Results: MEDLINE is the main source of the literature search. After the literature search, 22 trials 
related to joint pain were selected. The average methodological quality score of the 22 trials consisting 
of 1014 patients was 7.96 on the PEDro scale; 11 trials reported positive effects and 11 trials reported 
negative effects. The mean weighted difference in change of pain on VAS was 13.96 mm (95% CI, 
7.24-20.69) in favor of the active LLLT groups. When we only considered the clinical trials in which the 
energy dose was within the dose range suggested in the review by Bjordal et al. in 2003 and in World 
Association for Laser Therapy (WALT) dose recommendation, the mean effect sizes were 19.88 and 
21.05 mm in favor of the true LLLT groups, respectively.

Conclusions: The review shows that laser therapy on the joint reduces pain in patients. Moreover, 
when we restrict the energy doses of the laser therapy into the dose window suggested in the previous 
study, we can expect more reliable pain relief treatments.
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