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Plain English summary

Sciatica is pain that spreads into the leg because of a trapped nerve in the lower back. It can be a very
painful condition that affects everyday life and ability to work. People with sciatica usually see their

general practitioner first; if they do not get better over time, they may be referred to a physiotherapist or,
eventually, to a spinal specialist. It is difficult to know which sciatica patient will do well without much
treatment and who might need to see a physiotherapist or spinal specialist sooner. Stratified care is an
approach aiming to help decide, early on, which patients need to see which health professionals. It has
previously been shown to be helpful for patients with lower-back pain.

In a trial of 476 patients with sciatica a stratified care model was tested to see if it led to faster
improvements in sciatica-related leg pain, when compared with usual care.

Adults seeing their general practitioner with sciatica were invited to attend a research clinic. Those
willing to take part were randomly assigned to stratified care or usual care. Patients in the stratified
care arm were referred either to physiotherapy for a short or a longer course of treatment, or to
undergo magnetic resonance imaging and see a spinal specialist with the magnetic resonance imaging
results within 4 weeks. Pain, function and quality-of-life data were collected over 12 months using text
messages and questionnaires.

Although patients in the stratified care arm improved slightly more quickly (2 weeks, on average), we
did not find convincing evidence that stratified care led to better results than usual care. On average,
most patients in both trial arms improved in a similar way over 12 months.

The stratified care model tested in this trial did not lead to faster recovery for patients with sciatica
than usual care.
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