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SPR's pain patch is pleasing researchers
By Chuck Soder
When conducting research, Dr. Brian Ilfeld tries his best to be dispassionate and logical. 

SPR Therapeutics has made that task difficult. 

The Highland Hills-based company's first product could have a huge impact on the world of pain
management, according to Ilfeld, a professor of anesthesiology at the University of California, San
Diego. 

In a few months, he plans to start testing the Smartpatch on patients who have recently undergone
several different kinds of surgeries at the UC San Diego Health System. 

The device treats pain by delivering electricity through a thin, flexible wire inserted into the skin. If it
works, he and other anesthesiologists may have an alternative to the local anesthetic drugs they've
been giving patients for generations. 

“It's a little bit hard not to get excited,” he said. 

And data suggest that the device might work. For instance, SPR Therapeutics conducted multiple
clinical trials on patients suffering from post-stroke shoulder pain. On average, the 75 patients who
were treated with the Smartpatch reported a 66% reduction in pain. The 37 patients who received
conventional therapy — an arm sling and physical therapy — reported a 15% drop. 

SPR Therapeutics now has to convince federal regulators to give it the go-ahead to start selling the
Smartpatch in the United States. It already has approval to sell the device in the European Union. 

The company is in the process of putting together the 510(k) submission it will send to the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration, which includes data from the shoulder studies and other trials. 

The data aren't the only reason that CEO Maria Bennett has confidence in the Smartpatch. She
recalled a few of the comments SPR Therapeutics has received from patients. 

“ "I slept a full night. I was able to hold my grandchildren on my lap. I was able to go to work today,' ”
she said. 

Neurostimulation already is used to treat pain, so what makes the Smartpatch special? 

For one, it's competing with devices that are implanted in the body, Bennett said. With the
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Smartpatch, the only piece that enters the body is a steel wire that's barely thicker than a hair. The
palm-sized unit that delivers the electricity is designed to be worn under the patient's clothes. 

Inserting a wire into the skin is a fairly simple procedure, according to Ilfeld and testimonials that SPR
collected from other doctors.

'Astronomical' potential
First, SPR Therapeutics is focusing on treating chronic pain caused by strokes, amputations and lower
back injuries. The company's goal is to fill the gap between pharmaceuticals and surgery — and
reduce the use of addictive narcotics, Bennett said. 

However, the company also believes that the Smartpatch could treat short-term surgical pain. For
instance, in August, the company won a $1.6 million federal grant that will help it fund a trial that will
test whether the technology can help patients recovering from knee replacement surgery. 

That's a big deal, according to Ilfeld. Today, neurostimulation isn't commonly used to treat short-
term, acute pain. Companies in the industry have been more interested in treating chronic pain,
because it often warrants more expensive devices and procedures. 

But SPR Therapeutics could break into the acute pain market, if it can keep costs low, Ilfeld said. 

The Smartpatch does have a few advantages over local anesthetic, he noted. For one, it appears to
cause fewer infections, probably because the skin heals better around the steel lead — a group of
seven wires braided together — than it does around the catheters he uses today. Plus, electricity
doesn't “leak” the way liquid drugs do, and it's easier for a patient to control the Smartpatch from
home, Ilfeld said. 

“The potential for this in the acute pain market is astronomical,” he said.
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