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Clinical trial of common treatments for low back pain in

family practice

J R GILBERT. D W TAYLOR,

Absract

The results of 3 multicentred tandomised clinical trial arc
reparted of bed rest and of a phyastherapy and cdusation
programme far paticats why presented in Iamily practice with an
acute episvde of fow back pain. No benchcial effect of aithes
wreatment was observed on severzl clinical sutoome measures,
including siraight leg raising, lumbar Aexion, activitics of daily
living, and pain. I fact the @sults favoyred carly mobilisation
aver bred reit zod suggested that the physiotheeapy and educaiion
pregranme way doing more harm than good. Moreaver,
additional analyses, which focused on clinically imeresting
pattert subgroups, discoversd o wubsel of paticnia who
bearfited from either of the treatments under study.

Having failed to identily any clinically impunant benelits, or
ather cxplanatians {or these negavive resulls, we can only
conclude that Lamily dactors have littte reason to preseribe cither
bed rest or isnmettic exercises to patients whao sulfer feom low
back pain.

Introduction

Many atticles sre pubdished cach year dealing woh medicy
vecanazienty for Lnw back pact. Most are deseriptive and uosontral.
led, though Bve ramdomsed slimeal triabs bave beeny completed,
prnnatdy by Araishsnd Swedbsh invesigators.

Sums-Wellains o8 of Pound that paucits who received active
phvsnilierapy showed significantly greater mecavery s e maneh
than thosw whe reecived placeto physiarberapy This eliger,
b gver, Jdisappeared after thees omihs. The tesobis ol three vther
teidls showed imprnement with isometeic exercises and patien
education compared with mobilising or extensor exervises and
simindard (avothorapy treatmene. * Bed rest, although commoaty
prescribed lor lise hack pain v tamily practice, has only recently
been reated in ths seeniog, Wiesel reporied that bed rest decreased
the ammmsnt af tinw loat Trom wogk anad the smount of discomfon
cxperienced by patiends by wver 3%, compared with mobilisagion !

Although thesz analy lave genetated some pusitive resyls,
wrecpreting then s bampered by the abrenve of valid and reliable
measures aF functional stats, the farlare to blind outconie assess.
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mends, small ssmple sizes, asd e onleng Tor panem
inclission and exclusion. Uur stivly sy designed Bofe ooserong
these sloercommings dnd o exammne the Beo 2st promising
ireasme s from prevooms tiady hed i aml phy sotherapy aoan-
bined with aducation.

Mzthods

& sandormsed traal way pericgin i dete pne e elles) o Peat een!, a
progranme ul phy st taps and eduvation, Poth ol thae sreamants, o
nemher rpeatme nt o patkents wphusute ko Fask pain

INE LS00 o X TS0 CREIERIA 0K PARTENTY

All pareents wha presenred with v back pain tn 33 paoty ipanng Fartnly
phaaiiians oner 10 meathy were uintidered for 1he rml Thwsiviste were
dedu v izom beth yinghe banded and group praiives, wigknd predaminimiy
un by mreay, and <ared oz an aserage o 2R penents Palenn were
cligible it they wege aner 16 yeass of age, had gon anthe fumborsctalregna
withpr wirthug) eadlation doin e beg, and had been dore o bk pain Fov ar
Feast M1 dav s befuie the current epownde. Panicaty wereeaiimded o ihes had
abrrinal wensanlon, Hater powgr, or seBeres of i thar Smptomy presesd
o prelannay wwseshgatiun qn be due L Bas e apondydolisthiess, apaal
efection, ditcdae wi the Bp or pelas, gasthoniesusal discase, porman,
wondary mmears of the certelsal cubiaon, bouzes o the serehial
wnlten, Pa0e8’s discase, of sheamatoud docdse Pregianl women wete gl
ex-duded

BASE! THE ASSEAYMENT

Each phynoan ysed astndardised instiab s e vanent ) onmeahechanbined
the inchision-oclusiom Critenns and i dwded guesions o the precpitanng,
e, e haarions, previeus bick wirgene, previgy medicel consalinr,
and resultest hoatury tan performed  The ph ovalevaiumatonrsan e
1a the dserenen of the phyaraan wath thie ex v vl two tandanlogd
cbiective measirements wrpghtleg racung apd tamhar lean Stk g
raiing, cnsidesed L b dsalid eatol geive eeal dtnratim, wan meamred o,
Tunthy legrs wring & geliable gravity vertes e O prmiomiersr Lumtar Booon
was icasutm] s iing the ficthead dencrfedd by Maollgnd Wright !

[Fatiente were asked tr comnic it o questionnaue that iidoded peeasiad
mfegemation, history 1 back penn, the Metdk Melza b paan gacisnoare,!
and 15 actevifes discombugt woale,® AlL pralieprs were alw gisen a diary i
which lrecond duly coonnates ol ihe degres of pasm. dogee of 1845 Th-2am
wital daghy asuvues, and degreeobimprsemant d any, s the presaws
day.

An itnpertant goad ol Tregungn of bew Bk pam o ve reDuass paenm ue
normal physical Functiomng either 31 wark v 81 bt Fhas pitoane way
aened by the sctivitey discomiurd saake ifowhe h patests rale the Jopree
of disenmion atsociated with 18 spectfic sotaticn of datky Lving.* Tha
imstrpment has been found o pradan puan intensity & Lollow up = Inoour
pilat study we fotand this sale tnbe verv oedishte | Cninlsach s alpha -G WY,
ind significanily related 10 the phymoatt’'s adgment of pan.” The
Mifhill Melzaik pain guessonpaire has also been g seamtive, relisble, and
valid el Tor the ineasuzemnent of wlini &l pai .




BRITISH MEDICAL JOURNAL

VOLUME 29]

21 SEPTEMBER 1985

BT MEMUAL JOURSAL i 29 MR EUTR

Zocational Training

of general practice?
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The dutnbution of prautces that frain geaceat pracubianers in
the west of Seutland wav cxamined. The concentration of
trassmg prastices s loweat 1 conurbstions thar ace grossly
Sepoveed, Several lopics eeiquire dehate: shawld trainees be given
cxpenaaie 1 such arcas as an edechve? Showd the critena tor
rehecung tainisg practices be vinear in all arcart Shoukd
fractan o doprived urras be encouraged to apply W become
Irmaeag practices?
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Clinical trial of common treatments for fow back pain in

family practice

] R GILBERT, 1 W TAYLOR, A HILDEBRAND,

Abstracy

The resully of & multwantsed randomived chnical trial are
reparted of bed rest amd of a physiotherapy asd cducation
progrxmme far patieats whn presc nced io fanly practive with an
acute episule of fow hack pan. No beaeticiat «ffect of cither
ireatment was shaersed an several clinical vulcoms measures,
including straght kg raiving, tumbar exion. activitrex ol daily
hving, andl pain. la fact the results favaured carly mobilisatian
asr hed rest 2nd suggested that the physiotherapy and education
progrsmme was doing moss harm than good. Maresver,
addinoral analysss, which focuved o clinically intercsting
paticar aubgrowps, ducovered Ao subset of patients who
benehtet from cither of the treatnrents under study.

Having faled 10 iloonly any clinically important benefita, or
ather uphn.mum lor «u:n nqalm tesults, we can only
bed rest or mmmm exercises 10 patients who lnﬂcr lmm Iqw
bak pam.

Iatroduction

Mas anide ane publinhad e vear dealing wah medical
treatmenns bor bow bak pas Mot ae Joarpen e and Ut
e, thongh e tadoriad Ll wabs bave been cuupleted,
prieanh e Bnnh and Swehshaengaan

Nuna Willanis ¢ of found (hat juaticnts wha toaned ative
FhsaTheraps e Ry GRACT eaners atine mmth
than thoae whe teenad plinches plivaatherapsy . B ettect,
tevaaver, diappsared ater thies monthe, The cesalta o threeather
sr1aly shawed imeament with swomeltn exrtases and jaten
clncataon vempared with mobdEINg vr XU CTCRAEEY athl
wartasd physinhienapy tearmenr ©* Bed e, shbough wommonls
Prewitatiead 1p bow back paan o by prastie, Bas iy reentty
e tesred et setiing Wiesel sgpotted that bed rest dev mwd
thye anwnt ol fups st frem work and the amaand ol dl
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wients, wuall sl sees, sud unprcene vuers Bor palien
snchition and excLustan. Onr stinly way devigaed burh to 1@ erome
these shirtenings aid o examnse the 1w most promiaag
sreaiments Trom previous tabe bek agst winl phy wibegag oo
baied wath education

Methods
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Al putienss wh presctitzd wih bow havk puin 1o 22 [ammapating tasts
P wosay on ez 10 pomths were conyebered for the b Py s were
ersen o bl umglchandad and greai (1a e es, wurked predossunanty
W uitan area and Caed bor g average of 200 paenn Pancats were
ehgble ) they were e b vean oF age, bad g ahe ot cal g
with g1 bt vadiativn s 0 Deg. 403 Had been e ol 1k pean fot ar
featr W0 fava et 1he surzem episode Paisents were excluded of (hey Tk
abunmal s, oty powet, or eefleses e 1f there sypPteme prnat
by WS gatim T b g o 11 i spobdsb esse il
wilectin, dnese i she bip e et o, ganatestt dnease . e o
Aokt A ol the seatehsad vutamn, Batures ol the iatehagd
wlunan, Faget’ alseas, vt treumatend diedte Poegiant women sere sl
ntuded
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Patients weee asked b cumpleie 1 questiniiine hat i ledesd e
atueniagvn, ltary ol bak i, the Sl Medea K pasn quedaena
and il sty diseoti bt sale * Al atients weis gl goen a dure n
which o teasditaty estipates of the drgres of pain, e gaeeof sestunnn
snidldaily actinni ¢, aned adegee od @glosement,d any, olise the govnuy

¥
A smgettand goal ol reatnent nf ow hack pam it 1 1t Faials i
narmal pby neal funcioning euher anwork or s boms Thiooun
sessadd Ry 1he ativitien dos amfors walein which atists ate the drgiee
of dissumtont avniaied with 18 speafic ausvities o1 Jdaly hving? Thi
wnstrument hak been Found 1 prodict gam snreiny an follow uge eyt
bt 11isdy we foniind thies s ale Xa b o3 peliabrle At lV's alpha -1 ¥4
nd vgnifiantly reted Wohe phitian’s dgmeat of pan '
MutilU Motz paim questininre has Blia bets a sensative, feiable, and
alid ok bt of linual pain,
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shnllisonimear fullawed by the adopros of the ttasdands ol the
who praise dpeniad them

Thas 3 n\unlh ¥ »ans- m-th rtumk the wm: Wum wmx

1Al

upcncn« b m< PraiRg lh.u )u.\r :hc wayswhed w, uuhm
any dastnict, several traunees are dwing eleaived st iighe provide
Hood expenenie tor the aiber tainces @ the ditsit. Sawh an
chevtive scenny e be partaularly relevam sow ar the chuke ™
PRt Vindnats bof the Maites heomcs mote feitital. L
duubtedly, areas with 3 high comcentrann of traiting prasnces
Privwde 2 high vuabily of vare, which ix desitable for Whe franes to
see, But is the dactor wha bias trimad sn Chis envitunment preparsd
fie the hunly buirly o) 4 grosaly depoed azea®

The trasnee’s main ain a1 the end of wkational aning u
wbiaity 3 pras e, ansdsnany i obtas thiy m the arca they workoin
without the paat beang advertised, Une mivantage of working in an
es that o spassely supplied by wainges i that Jhanoe Ly
are desideddly impnoved. Despite the argurmenty fir

tha fian he e,
Kbt m Tiehn 11 pelaety huh mn;wno o the Hamion s, u.m e
anoen o€ Hamsiten provedig 8 third of the prashitoners hut anly 2 sinth o
abe ponznes Tahe Monklands Vombernauh! arcs Airdrie 1md Coatbodge,

and agamst (b present policy, esch Fogion tends tr provide st wa
prinopuals it general praciiee. Should the ceitena fue waming
Practices be similar throughriot the regon? Showld the regmnal
sommittec be mure ﬂc:ul»k Ty 18 own nesds and make alfpwanyes

a gimaod gross depsivation. valk one 1 el denser st of 4V 1p 3 seanee
Tabta ti goees the v Glangire
Lot avesn wih & highee thom avetige murebet of rainer he Nowhern
Thasrnd wst the South Wevt Dhatrnt Tn il Nosthern Distrsct s the
sown of Kyrttilkock, where a third of the 2t pasopat ae traimees. In the
nrsttich T el

res 16
thas §% Bl ¢t [IBAIPAIs 1€ tTaineTs.

Vi 1 arabatson of gnees 1 Elavg o

i T T

Diseusaian

Though the resulis are from the west of Scotland, this expericnce
would protrbily be repeated in the urher major conurbations i the
United Kingdom. [tis important o have high standards in training
practiees and foonstil the trainee with appropriate atandards. I,
bewever, trainees hecome principals in grossly deprived areas with
Tirtie hope of putting therr standards into practice this might lead ts

Tor praxt ey 4 atgar with high w.ukh»-h’
Practies tensd v ot

13 this because shey are tinaveate of traning lumhuh having fow
il peerd f Fejestion s
Do they think that trainses witl know more thah they do and ace
therclore aftaid to apply? Docy the high workboad prevent them
frum beconning trainens? Many ither reasons may be postulated tor
Whiv disepancy, bul an edicative programng s aquired in dhe
deprived areas tuidennly practies of poteaial and advise therm how
Nu seach the necessary stamilards, whn;h munt be decidesd by each
fthait cwnares.
Collaburation with the focal medical commitices wonkd be of great
Fictpin this task. Freeman et alshawed that modelling v a puwerful
means of learning in vocarional training.’ I is important ihat the
Krainee who is appoimed 35 8 principal czn cope with a new rake.
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Mubticultural medicine

Aongihan cpont and cufme—This 1w an ethbic charscterisne, These
\tmgenstal, mautar, and non-nflammatory patches are common i e
Atian nfants--ladian, Pakistans, Bangladeshi. apd Ser Lankan. Thew are
frat uncommun in Al aribbeans, expesidlly West Indians (in the West
Triddsen thare 1 - An Aftivan 3 w:ll 2t an Atian™ population}. ()\blmmlly
1bewe dic ndted i utopeans of Uell
seith dark hair "Hwy utmllﬂhnm ofsyundle shaped ‘melanceyies lmaml
dezpin the derms. TH
11 Lhe vacyal region hut may muulnwnh:rc on Il'mkm. including the (e
Theae speis vary o shape and size. fome can resemble finger marks and
mum a bruise The calour winally fades during the first year and they
dwappear by th end of the hrut decade No teatinent 13 required. The e
1t anknown, thus mace seseatch 14 necded. It v mprizant aut w confisse
ihern wih beunes as the condtion v often mistaken for a hrurse 11t has noy
breen e befare Many British general pracitioners, healih vinloze, and
conhiang pacduarnicians an the National Health Service, especiaily thie
frrm Studh Africa, may never bave examned an Asan af Afto-taribbxan
infant

In Asian cullure to secure the extended family system, marnages are
artangest—-the ks you ¢ of the uthers, the mure you stek tn one-—-and the

Tushasd 15 often mure layat £ his mother than t i wife. A woman 1
expecied tu give inh to 4 spotless baby, expecially i i1 13 2 mate. 1043 non
surgrising, thesefore, that the mathes may fecl guitry and befieve that shi

hewas young that her awn mather 1n faw was awful and now thariks tha her
daughter in taw is hurrible, might think of 11 2y a cutse and be ready T
lame the muther. A genetsl pracuiiner should a0t oaly reasiire the
smather. buf 2lsa explasn thit o the farmily.

Fuel can be added m (he fire when an English healih visitor sees tuch an
anfant on ber 6irst vinit and suspests <hald sbuse The mother sn law rmay
wollude walh her and, desgute the smuther's demials and teare, she sallsa “case
sonference” to bo chaired by a wonsltant pasdatrivan. The gencral
practitivner, unlike the snsuliane, 1 oot salavicd and & paid on & “service
e 1" basis, knoweng that there is it fex Fur such an sifendance, sarrics
s lookang aftet hia nck paticnts, and dechings the invifation to auend, and
nowunder A bt sl ume and money 1s wasted

tf every meducal student, general practinnies iacee, and healih voitor
<outd he shown tush cascs, much <apeme. WTess, and Tears could be
avasded
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wvenent it wa witid 10 momitar physat stmity utebtrusnely bt
ibiectively

Sampiunie wih phyuoibesspy wes determinad w fait by paiats
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SIATESTOCAL MEROIY

Tn dcngning the 1T the actily discombort sale was deneifed &1 the
A GUISOIDE b A treatment effect squat to cae standard devianog
imponsat, mm
" uumrd a1 @ mawn effect or ut interaen berween bed rest and the
physiothesapy and education pragramme. This, and the chowe nhlph
00\:2?“:&“»} pewrr - B0t bead 10n Large kamphe size of 63 patieniviel
il 260y
Physianswere asked o fobisw patients up svery 1 daysue v avay e
s n::umum o 30 days. Al h mn\mcnl llvn AGT DUIAGAFEY WKe
Bt

atwhiih me 1he omen fexan cxetiser were tight aind Ill[xmmi
Favh putient was goven aform seah both wrten and

ing Luar

each excersan il was innisuctad e ipeat the exaioses it home three tunes.
a day. Repeat vinty were shedibed By the phynotherspist ns necessacy 1o
nateg Ut s8] patients had mastered the exersiae programme.

Patents who were andemised fu bed fost (groupa | amid sis) were
msthucted 10 stay 10 bed for at Seant foar days and given writlen instiwibma
depicting apgeopiate poutiuns fur bed rev

Tatients who weee tnibumised (6 the conteol group {sp) wre given the
*3the analgenss pres,ipiion oy Gthes groaps and Teczived so geher Mt
Nom o EreaTments

PATIRMT FOLUGW LD

Ruiclelin
mh pamnl wmkl be fnllmvnl up An (umily practice. nmy unnl the migat
and physician were satibed with the degree of recovery, hat cinwally

i
that all paticats winhd it be sotn For cutinie sasesament o) 2 tiged ame
sehellc, we proposed ihe Iolloming wrategy dor sty T comtrl for

amiwnit of change from Iht hnthm avicsment 10 the final amcvment
dimded by the pumber of days tetscen andomusatian and ihe final fotiow
up by the physcun. o effect, we examuncd the e of changs in exch
cutcome measure Junng phYSIcAn management of the epiode of fow back

in
Since most [uxmm comphetad at beast ane. mdly\huy, Iquv toalsores

d fur each of '+ inclidad
* actity Jered* ankt paun” and m(m(kd shon [1m

potient duanes, wif adtunsiered questionnaites, tkphone intervicws, and
a medical tevard sudit All fnllw up osscssments were petformed by a
PhYICaN or tesesrnll asnnac who was blind 1 the patiemt's wsngned
treatiment,

AN gatients were re-evatuated in theit physasn's practice a1 roughly 10

any i
e roeasuecs, For cach eeale s kawer tonal sore corresponds 1o i betier
<hnicadeesull. A2~ 2 factarial anslyuis of varience, controlling for buseline
easdres, Wi ubed [0 compare U four teatment gRuups an the thove
physician snd patknd diary outcomnes.
In addition, sunval malysiy wn; the Cox proportional hezards model

day nteresls forone month of until they were free of pain h follaw up
visdt patienis retttsnesd their atest dinry, csanpleied the matint question-
nairc, and were examined by & physseian who was blnd to their suigned
Jreatmen

it used e oupn ort the fime 1 clinically anteresting
eats. The duary a were onc 1 enidy she e o which e e

Rt teperted forlmg » o Befits” " ormal lewel of stk “pa

and |uw¢d cibing draga."In idliom, vrecovery” wasdchned nthe ks

Telephinne follow up d 12 week
by @ research assistant who was blind ta the patknt’s ssigned treatment.
Ubing a tendard quastionnaire, afl prtienty were srked to repost the degiee
of their pan, festrictiond in activities of daily tiving, and what, if anytung,
lb:y ‘were vaking or woing for back pain.
A dinad Jong txrm follow up was znnduml one year after mny m |h:
wuly, A Wit maifed
pmenl atuse of thei iww
k paln, their mmm n:uvlry level, and whether lbry had men &

wn had m-nmb lnlommmn n:lrdunx pukuv: measures beang ueed
pitodes of b Ta

conducted for ] patients,

COMPLIANCE AND CONTAMIHATION
Patien1s were iiked a1 mh fotlow up whether they ad scen anyone clic

followe which the dcx 10r and patient agrexd 11t pain
had diappesred orducined ioa sidicrel o. g i, h . eephone
fullow up on which the patien slane reported this result, Again, the 13
baseline vatiables desceibest in Eible |, were included a8 covaciater in these
autlyses,

Reaults
ADMERERCE TO MROTOUOL
A 1ata) of 270 pasients way enrereal inta e tral. (O these, eight were

exluded o review of their basthine ddu Tor [mlure 10 meer the mual's
chusion and Afurth fussed

toaccept th undnm]y nusliol, s
bedrert, Th

treatment. Follow p dars weee abtained for all but one patient, with 119
{47%) cerurning 1o their physician for follow sp evaluation, 224 (39%)
compkunl *t lent ane 10.day pzmm diary, 197 (9%6%) completing the 51

and 12w 7 uphy anud 227 (96P) completing the lang tarm

for their back pain, includis
intx, or tpecialists, or 2l of nmu Compliance with drug trestment and bed
vest was measurel by self Teport Patients inall four uummu Eroupr were
provided with a diary
they were dischrged from the lmdy Paticnts were atked to recard:(aj the
level of puin that they hed experienced Ut day, (8) the extent o which the
pain éntezfercd with their unual daily activitses, (5) the bevel of improvement
since the previous day, () the name, sieength, and n\lrnbu of both,
prescriplioh and nup-presTiption medications taken thay day, () che ime
spent resting and exerciung, and (f) any uiber metsures this they used to
alleviate pain

Tn sddiion 1o the patjent diary compliance with bed rest was sssessed

one year mmm up. The duration oo pwiicni follow up by physicians ranged
from chaee to 44 daya, meddian |2 days.

The diasies showed that patieats who were randomised to bed rest spent
10 werge of three days longer in bed than nom-bed res panienty
{p=0-0007). Unforaunately, the large acale integrated motar activily
@ontor proved uaretisble and thus no ubiective measute of <omplizace
with bed rest coukd be ubtained.

AN but twa of the patieats wha were randomitesd (o physiotherapy and
education 1w the physiotherapist at least once, and none of the patients in
the non-physiotherapy Eroups veceived the physioterapy and education
programme.




