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An alternative group physiotherapy programme for the management 
of chronic low back pain in Primary Care

Focus 

The objective of this research was to design, implement and evalu-
ate an alternative physiotherapy group exercise programme used 
for managing chronic low back pain (CLBP) in Primary Care. 

Approximately 10-15% of the population experiencing low back 
pain will go onto develop CLBP. CLBP is a disabling condition with 
many patients developing psychological distress and illness behav-
iours. There has been no established standard management for 
CLBP. Several conservative therapies such as supervised exercise 
and manual therapy have demonstrated some benefit. Group exer-
cise programmes used in physiotherapy practice are a cost effec
tive treatment for managing CLBP but currently lack a combination 
of individualized specific exercises, one to one education and 
manual therapy (‘hands on’ techniques). The focus of this research 
was to design and evaluate an alternative group programme to 
address these limitations.

Approach

This project consisted of two stages; a survey and a mixed methThis project consisted of two stages; a survey and a mixed meth-
ods design study. The physiotherapy survey was used in stage 1 to 
investigate what type of exercises are prescribed by physiothera-
pists and which group programmes are used in clinical practice for 
managing CLBP. The alternative group physiotherapy programme 
was developed using the survey research, review of the literature 
and consultation with service providers. 

In stage 2, the alternative group exercise programme was evaluat-
ed using a mixed methods preliminary study consisting of a core 
quantitative and supplementary qualitative phases. The alternative 
group programme (Group A) was compared to a standard group 
exercise programme used in clinical practice (Group B) in a single 
blinded randomised controlled trial. Participants with CLBP were al-
located to the two programme groups by block randomisation. Par
ticipants in both groups attended six programme sessions of one 
hour over 3 months. Outcomes measuring function, pain, quality of 
life and satisfaction with treatment were used to evaluate the ef-
fectiveness of the programmes pre and post programme attend-
ance and at 6 months. Focus groups in the qualitative phase were 
used to explore patients’ experiences regarding their treatment in 
the two group programmes.

Impact and Effects

In Stage 1: One hundred and fifty-four questionnaires were disIn Stage 1: One hundred and fifty-four questionnaires were dis-
tributed with a response rate of 63%. Ninety-seven percent of 
physiotherapists surveyed use group programmes. Only 47% of 
all respondents were able to refer non-English speaking patients 
to the group programmes. None of the group programmes of-
fered manual therapy. In Stage 2: Eight-one participants were 
randomised to the two groups (41 in Group A; 40 in Group B). 
The alternative group programme showed greater improve-
ments to function and quality of life compared to the standard 
programme which were clinically important and maintained at 6 
months. The focus group interviews showed that patients prefer 
individualised exercises and one-to-one education which sup-
ports the quantitative findings in the mixed methods study.

Change management and leadership initiatives developed in 
the current research process may contribute to physiotherapy 
practice at a local and cross-organisational level. The results of 
the survey in Stage 1 may lead to changing how physiothera-
pists prescribe exercises for CLBP and their referral patterns to 
group programmes. The alternative programme may provide a 
suitable addition to existing programmes available for manag-
ing CLBP. The alternative group physiotherapy programme may 
also require clinicians to change their practice in a group setting 
by providing more comprehensive and individualised treatments 
including manual therapy. This will require them to be more in-
novative and creative in their practice. 

This programme plans to have an impact on the service users. 
This alternative group physiotherapy programme offers flexible 
treatments and be available to all as it does not discriminate 
those individuals of whom English is not their first language. Pa-
tients are provided with individualised exercises and advice tai-
lored to them in the programme. Better consistency with exer-
cises, shorter waiting lists and more effective treatments within 
this alternative programme may improve to adherence to treat-
ment and advice. This may have implications for reducing re-oc-
currence rates and help patients manage their CLBP in the 
long-term.
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