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• 80% of people will experience back pain at some point 

• Results in more years living with a disability than any other condition 

 

Let's talk about back pain. 80% of the population will experience back pain at some 

point, some will experience it for months or years. Across the whole population lower 

back pain accounts for more years spent living with a disability than any other health 

condition. So, it's one of the most common health conditions and one of the reasons 

it's so disabling to many is because of the negative stigma or association society has 

attached to it.  



Calf strain/ankle injury: 

 

o Accept it may be associated 

with pain 

o Sometimes bruising and 

swelling too 

o Short-term impact 

o Mostly gets better on its own or 

without treatment 

If someone injures an ankle or pulls a calf muscle, they accept they have injured 

themselves. They know it's going to be sore for a period of time, but it's likely to get 

better. They know it probably isn't going to be a debilitating long-term problem and 

they’re right.  

 

But that is not the way a lot of people think about back pain.  

Calf 

Ankle 



Let's reintroduce Claire.  

 

We know Claire's pain is 

widespread, but her back pain is 

what worries her the most.  

 

She sees this pain as far more 

serious than her other pains 

because the perception of threat 

and vulnerability is a lot higher than 

pain elsewhere in her body.  

 

She believes she'll have a bad back 

for life.  

I’ll have this for 

life.... 



Thoughts and feelings affect behaviour 

Unwelcome and unwanted thoughts and emotions affect her 

behaviour, and she avoids putting herself into situations because her 

mind predicts it will aggravate her pain.  

Thoughts:  

My pain will 

flare up and I 

can’t cope 

Feelings 

Fearful, 

anxious, on 

edge 

 

Behaviour 

Opt out, turn 

down 

invitations, 

stay in bed 



Even before Claire's pain developed in her back unhelpful messages such 

as keep your back straight, brace your core, be careful when you lift, 

protect your back, don't twist all fuelled negative narratives around back 

pain so that when she did experience pain, the amount of fear and threat 

was amplified.  

 

Keep your back 

straight! 

Don’t twist 

Brace your core 

Be careful when 

you lift 

Protect your 

back 



A study published in 2022 looked at the 

relationship between lower back pain and 

posture, fear and movement. 

 

(K Wernli et al, 2022)  https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ejp.2022  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ejp.2022


Thoughts:  

‘Something is 

wrong with my 

back, I must 

protect it’ 

Feelings 

Worried, 

vulnerable 

 

Behaviour 

Keep back 

straight and 

brace my 

core 

Thoughts and feelings affect behaviour 

Before participants took part in the study, they were observed automatically or 

habitually protecting their back when moving. This was partly due to pain causing 

tension and stiffness but also due to the belief that something was wrong in their 

back.  Some participants reported that they consciously had to protect their back 

when they moved, keeping it straight in their core braced like Claire. This again was 

driven by the belief that there was damage or vulnerability in their back. 



Key points 

• Moving without the fear of further damage may reduce the pain in 

due course 

 

• Please try to return to activities after relaxing, breathing and 

moving normally 

The participants involved all had disabling lower back pain.  The study looked at 

the impact of a 12-week physiotherapy-led cognitive functional therapy 

programme aimed at improving people's knowledge about back pain, attitudes 

and behaviours towards it and normalising movement.  

 

Some participants noticed that after consciously relaxing, breathing and moving 

more normally, that pain reduced, and they were able to get back to activities 

they previously valued.  

 



Thoughts:  

‘I’m ok, my 

back likes to 

move’ 

Feelings 

Relaxed, 

calm 

 

Behaviour 

Normal  

range of 

movement 

Thoughts and feelings affect behaviour 

The majority of participants returned to automatic, normal movement 

patterns without fear and pain. They had forgotten about their back 

pain. 



Key points  

 
Change is due to an understanding of 

what chronic pain is and that pain does 

not always mean damage. 

 

This was down to education, positive experiences that disproved previous 

beliefs of damage, reassurance, and discussions around the meaning of 

their pain.  

 



Thank you for watching! 


