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Abstract

OBJECTIVES: The efficacy of pharmacological interventions in sciatica is limited and the use of
systemic steroids is still controversial. We aimed at evaluating the efficacy and tolerance of
systemic steroids in sciatica.

METHODS: A systematic literature search was performed in the Medline, Embase and Cochrane
databases until February 2010. Randomized placebo-controlled trials evaluating the efficacy and
the tolerance of systemic steroids in sciatica were included. Efficacy and tolerance were assessed
using the relative risk (RR) and 95% CI with the inverse variance method (RR > 1 means that the
event is more likely to occur in the steroid group). We explored the heterogeneity between the
studies using subgroup analysis.

RESULTS: Seven studies (383 patients) were included. The difference in the rate of responders
between both groups was not statistically significant (RR = 1.22, 95% CI 0.96, 1.56). The rate of
adverse events was 13.3% for the patients in the steroid group and 6.6% for the placebo group (RR
= 2.01, 95% CI 1.06, 3.80). The number needed to harm was 20 (95% CI 10, «). Twenty (15.3%)
patients in the steroid group and seven (5.7%) patients in the placebo group underwent surgery. A
trend towards a higher requirement for spinal surgery was observed in the steroid group (RR =
1.14, 95% CI 0.74, 1.75). The methodological quality slightly influenced the results. We did not find
any publication bias.

CONCLUSION: Steroid efficacy is not superior to the placebo in sciatica, but it has more side
effects. The tolerance : efficacy ratio indicates against the use of systemic steroids in sciatica.
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