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Plain language summary

Back pain is a common problem for older people. This research aimed to increase our understanding 
of back pain in older people and to develop treatments to reduce the burden caused by back pain. 

The research was arranged in six work packages, and we completed three linked studies.

Study 1: We enrolled 5409 older people in a cohort study. Participants answered questions about back 
pain, their health, mobility, falls and quality of life on enrolment and at 1 and 2 years’ follow-up. Back 
pain was reported by half of the participants, and 20% also reported leg pain. Back pain with/without 
leg pain is associated with reduced quality of life but also with being frail, falling and having walking 
problems. After 2 years, 77% of participants still reported being troubled by this pain. We developed a 
tool to identify when older people were at risk of reduced walking ability and to understand whether 
back pain was important here. Back and leg pain were not specifically linked to reduced walking, but 
severe pain was, suggesting that regardless of the type of pain, it needs to be treated. This tool could be 
used by clinicians and patients to know when they are at risk of reduced walking ability and to seek 
treatment.

Study 2: We developed a group physiotherapy programme (the Better Outcomes for Older people with 
Spinal Trouble programme) for older people with a back-related condition called neurogenic claudication 
which results in pain spreading from the back into the legs and difficulties standing and walking. We 
tested the programme in a randomised controlled trial. The Better Outcomes for Older people with 
Spinal Trouble programme resulted in long-term improvements in walking, reduced falls, and short-term 
improvements in pain and disability. It is likely to be good value for the National Health Service.

Study 3: We interviewed participants taking part in the Better Outcomes for Older people with Spinal 
Trouble trial to understand their experiences of the trial and whether the treatments helped. The Better 
Outcomes for Older people with Spinal Trouble programme was acceptable to participants, and they 
found it enjoyable.

We are working with patient representatives and clinicians to make the Better Outcomes for Older 
people with Spinal Trouble programme available in routine care.
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