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Background
 
Tennis elbow is usually a self-limiting condition. The aims of this systematic review were to describe the course of (1) global
improvement, (2) pain, and (3) disability, in participants who received no active treatment (placebo or no treatment) in published
randomized controlled trials (RCTs) on tennis elbow. We also assessed (4) whether the duration of symptoms or placebo effect is
associated with differences in symptom trajectories.
 
Methods
 
We searched MEDLINE, Embase, and CENTRAL from database inception to August 12, 2019, for trials including participants with
tennis elbow and a placebo or a no-treatment arm, and a minimum follow-up duration of 6 months. Global improvement, pain, and
disability outcomes were pooled. We used meta-regression to assess whether the placebo effect or duration of symptoms before
enrollment was associated with differences in symptom trajectories. We included 24 trials with 1085 participants.
 
Results
 
The number of patients who were not improved decreased exponentially over time. Every 2.5 to 3 months, 50% of the remaining
symptomatic patients reported complete recovery or greatly improved symptoms. The mean pain and disability followed a similar
pattern, halving every 3 to 4 months. The mean duration of symptoms before trial enrollment was not associated with differences in
symptom trajectories. The trajectories of the no-treatment and placebo arms were similar, indicating that the placebo effect of the
studied active treatments likely is negligible.
 
Conclusion
 
Because of the high likelihood of spontaneous recovery, any active intervention needs to be justified by high levels of early efficacy
and little or no risk of complication to outperform watchful waiting.
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