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● Medical cannabis can reduce pain and improve the quality of life for patients with chronic 
neuropathic pain, says panel of leading experts. 

● One in 11 people in the UK suffer from chronic neuropathic pain1 (with conditions such as nerve 
damage, sciatica or severe numbing in hands and feet) that substantially worsens their quality of 
life.  

● This new paper, using latest assessment methods weighs different drugs’ effectiveness at managing 
pain and improving patients’ quality of life against side effects, finding that medical cannabis has 
the best overall benefit-safety balance for patients. 

● Medical cannabis can reduce pain, but its main contribution is the substantial improvement in 
patients’ quality of life, more so than any other treatment.  

● While legal in the UK, such cannabis medications are still out of reach for many patients and access 
should be increased, says Drug Science, the committee which commissioned the report. 

 
A new paper published in a peer-reviewed journal2 states that medical cannabis is among the most effective 
treatments for people with long term, problematic neuropathic pain. The paper also finds that medical cannabis 
is safer overall than other commonly prescribed medications, and that patients taking cannabis-based 
medications would be less likely to experience many of the side effects (including overdose and dependency) 
associated with more established treatments. 
 
David Badcock is the CEO of Drug Science, the UK-based advisory committee which commissioned the paper. He 
says: 
 
“Since being made legal in 2018, many patients suffering from neuropathic pain have told us that cannabis 
based medicinal products are effective in reducing their pain and its negative impacts on their everyday 
lives. However, due to a lack of UK research into the clinical effects of cannabis, doctors are still unwilling to 
consider it as a treatment and too many patients are going without the support they need to live an  
improved life. 
 
We are pleased to say that this paper corroborates what many patients have been saying for many years, and 
helps to build a convincing case for more widespread prescription of medical cannabis on the NHS.” 
 
Research was conducted by a panel of international experts, patients and clinicians and their paper compares the 
benefits and safety of medical cannabis to those of the nine drugs that are most commonly prescribed for neuropathic 
pain in the UK. 
 

● The established drugs, commonly prescribed by the NHS and studied in the research, are:  
Duloxetine, gabapentinoids, Amitriptyline, Tramadol, Ibuprofen, Methadone, Oxycodone, Morphine and 
Fentanyl. 

● The cannabis-derived medicines studied in the research are:  
Those with THC or CBD3 dominant content, and those with combined 1-1 ratio THC-CBD content. 
           
          Continues... 

 
1 ‘Prevalence of chronic pain in the UK: a systematic review and meta-analysis of population studies’. BMJ, 
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/6/6/e010364 
2 “A multi-criteria decision analysis comparing pharmacotherapy for chronic neuropathic pain, including Cannabinoids and Cannabis 
Based Medical Products”, https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/can.2020.0129 
3  (THC stands for “delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’ and is the main psychoactive compound in cannabis. CBD stands for ‘cannabinol’ 
and is the second most prevalent of the active ingredients of cannabis ) 



 
Through the use of a multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA) model, the panel scored each drug (both cannabis-
derived and established) on 17 ‘effect criteria’ relevant to benefits and safety, and then weighted these scores for 
clinical relevance.  
 
Their analysis found that: 
 

● The benefit-safety profile of medical cannabis was higher than for other commonly used medications for 
Chronic Neuropathic Pain (CNP), such as Amitriptyline and Tramadol. 

● Medical cannabis contributes more to CNP patients’ quality of life and is more favourable in terms of 
side-effects such as cognitive impairment, dizziness, constipation, affect disorders, overdose toxicity, 
respiratory depression, withdrawal, and dependency. 

● Further high-quality clinical trials into the effectiveness of medical cannabis are warranted. 
 
The full ranking of all drugs considered by the panel, is below. THC stands for “delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol’ 
and is the main psychoactive compound in cannabis. CBD stands for ‘cannabidiol’ and is the second most prevalent 
of the active ingredients of cannabis (NB: When given on its own, CBD ranks highly on this chart because it is so 
safe, yet It is very poor for pain relief and provides only modest improvements in a patient’s quality of life).  
 

 

 
 

David Badcock, CEO of Drug Science, says: 
 
“This new paper is a significant contribution to the growing evidence base that medical cannabis is an 
effective and safe treatment, and the side effects - such as overdose or dependency – are less likely than 
those associated with many commonly-prescribed medications, and which impact a person’s quality of life. 
 
Our hope is that NICE will fully consider medical cannabis, and use evidence like this to improve access to 
cannabis based medical products for the thousands of patients who are currently living with chronic 
neuropathic pain in the UK” 
 
ENDS 

● For more on Drug Science, go to https://www.drugscience.org.uk/about/ 
● For more on medical cannabis in the UK, go to https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/nov/03/medical-

cannabis-uk-clinical-trial-patients-nhs  and https://www.drugscience.org.uk/project-twenty21/ 
● For the full paper  including full list of research panel members, please go to: 

https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/can.2020.0129 
● For questions,, quotes, more information or interviews, please contact James Bunn on 

james.bunn@drugscience.org.uk/ +44 7542750998 


