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Purpose

Evidence-based decisions about acupuncture use rests
on outcomes of randomized clinical trials, but little is
known about cancer patients’ attitudes and beliefs about
participating in clinical trials involving acupuncture. We
conducted this study to understand how breast cancer
survivors make decisions regarding participation in an
acupuncture clinical trial for hot flashes.

Methods

Twenty-five breast cancer survivors (12 African-Ameri-
cans/13 Caucasian) were interviewed and verbatim tran-
scripts were made. These transcripts were analyzed with
NVivo software, and major recurring themes were iden-
tified. Multiple readers independently verified the
results.

Results

Five major themes emerged: (1) symptom appraisal (e.g.
determining if/when symptoms become bothersome
enough to necessitate intervention), (2) practical barriers
(e.g. distance, travel), (3) beliefs about the interventions
(e.g. fear of needles, dislike of medications), (4) comfort
with clinical trials (e.g. randomization, blinding, pla-
cebo), (5) trust and altruism. Breast cancer survivors
weighed benefits and costs associated with the decision
to participate in a clinical trial involving acupuncture.
Symptom appraisal was weighed against practical bar-
riers to determine whether the potential benefits out-
weighed the costs (in time and effort) involved. Women
also reflected on the nature of the interventions. Some
favored acupuncture due to concerns about taking
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additional medications; others favored medication due
to their fear of needles and/or skepticism about acu-
puncture’s effectiveness. Finally, women were more
likely to express willingness to participate in a clinical
trial if they had some understanding of the purpose of
trial design (e.g. randomization, placebo, blinding); sus-
picions about placebo, blinding and randomization were
barriers to participation. However, the presence of trust
and altruism mitigated these concerns.

Conclusion

Breast cancer survivors expressed specific attitudes
about perceived barriers and facilitators to participating
in acupuncture research. Incorporating patients’ per-
spectives in study design and recruitment strategies may
facilitate conducting rigorous clinical trials of acupunc-
ture to guide evidence-based care.
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