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Introduction 

The objective of this analysis is to study in depth the research results of a study conducted by 

physiologists to establish whether a cognitive physiotherapy intervention is better than the usual 

method used by physiotherapists to treat chronic neck pain. The topic is very pertinent today as 

no method has been established as a fool-proof way to cure neck pain. If the study does show 

that the brief intervention is as effective as or even better than the usual methods being used 

today, it could be a significant advance for physiotherapy as neck pain accounts for 15% of all 

soft tissue problems seen in general practice.  
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Literature Survey 

The authors have put forth an exhaustive survey which helps put their work in the right context. 

The key findings of the survey are: 

 Neck Pain consumes a substantial proportion of healthcare resources 

 Very little is known about the effectiveness of the usual treatment provided to patients 

 Lack of evidence about the effectiveness of usual treatment in literature 

 Interventions which deal with beliefs and worries of patients can help recovery 

 Physiologists recommend through one-off sessions a change in lifestyle encouraging 

patients to take responsibility for their problem apart from the usual exercise they teach 

them 

 In research study where methods are compared or effectiveness is measured, there exists 

a problem of confounding because patients’ own preferences for a particular method 

affects the outcome. Moreover, unlike in other situations, here the patients cannot be 

blinded from the method used. A method which does away with this issue is therefore 

required for un-biased results. 

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions are being answered in this study: 

1. Compare the effectiveness of a brief cognitive intervention with usual physiotherapy 

2. Evaluate the effect of patients’ preferences on the treatment outcome 
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Research Approach Taken: A quantitative approach has been taken by the authors to measure 

effectiveness of the two treatment methods. Thereafter, statistical analysis has been done on data 

collected after 3 months and 12 months time to check for how the two methods compare on 

various parameters.  

The comparison is fully randomized, i.e., the allocation of individual patients to the two different 

methods of treatment in random and has been done telephonically to remove biases. The 

individual were sourced through referrals by general practitioners and consultants. The referrals 

were rigorously assessed by the research team to establish whether the referred people were 

eligible on grounds of age (>18 years), whether they had neck pain for the last two weeks, 

consent on participation and whether they were willing to take the treatment offered at random. 

Also, those patients who had serious pathological problems, below elbow pain, those who had 

received some other treatment recently or neck surgery were removed from the set.  

 

The selection method is good as it removes all biases and confounding from the sample and 

should provide reliable conclusions. 

 

After the set of patients had been recruited for the study, several measurements were taken as 

described below. Similar measurements were taken after 3 months and 12 months to evaluate the 

effectiveness of either method and to conduct a quantitative comparison. The comparison of the 

two groups clearly shown (Table 2 in the text), that the two groups were homogenous on various 

parameters. The table is reproduced below: 
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Measurement Method 

Measurements were taken in the form of questionnaires – NPQ (Northwick Park Neck Pain 

Questionnaire), SF-36 (Generic form used) and the Tampa scale of kinesophobia. The 

measurements were taken after a period of 3 months and 12 months to measure the short and 

long term impact of the therapy. 

 

Results  

 The authors have shown the result of the treatment on various parameters such as 

physical functioning, social functioning, physical and emotional role of the treatment, 

mental health level, energy and fatigue, pain level as well as perceived health level. 

Further, the Tampa kinesophobia scores were measured to understand the differences in 
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the two methods. Finally an overall distress level was measured to sum up the 

effectiveness. These have been shown below: 

 

 

 The outcome clearly shows a significant (statistical) preference and win for the usual 

physiotherapy after 12 months time as is reflected in the Northwick Park neck pain score 

and the p-value of nearly 0.01. This is however not the case after 3 months. Based on the 

wide confidence interval it has been concluded that the benefits of the usual 

physiotherapy is only marginally better than the usual method. Also, on other counts such 

as general health perception (p~0.0002), Energy and Fatigue (p~0.0009), emotional role 

(p~0.0001), the usual methodology is significantly better than the brief intervention 

method. 

 Table 4 reproduced below shows the impact of preferences on the outcome. This clearly 

shows that if people were given the treatment they did not prefer, the NPQ scores 
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suffered. For the ones who had no preference, i.e. were indifferent, the usual therapy is 

significantly better than the intervention. This result clearly shows the impact of initial 

preference on the treatment outcome even if we cannot conclude based on the confidence 

interval that the effect is significant.  

 

Analysis of the Study - Discussion 

Strengths  

1. Statistical Robustness: Despite the researchers claimed failure to get a large sample 

because of slow recruitment and drop outs, the sample size if fairly large (268). This 

ensures that the reliable statistical conclusions can be drawn. 

2. Randomization procedure: An elaborate attempt has been made as part of the research to 

ensure randomization. This leads to avoidance of any unprecedented bias in the 

comparison. For example, usage of remote randomization over the telephone as well as 

usage of blocks of 2-3 patients during allocation ensures that the randomization is as 

perfect as possible. 

3. Taking into account patient preferences: This is different than the usual process wherein 

patients who prefer their preferences are sent to their preferred procedure whereas only 
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the patients who are neutral towards the two treatments are randomized. This can lead to 

confounding. The research under study has taken this into account. 

4. Multilevel modeling: This ensured that the impact of clustering (due to several patients 

being treated by one individual therapist) can be eliminated. 

 

Weaknesses 

1. Training: There is a logical flaw in the comparison because of the difference in the 

competence level of the physiotherapists dealing with the two groups. On one hand there 

are physiotherapist imparting treatment on which they have an experience and confidence 

of several years. On the other hand the cognitive treatment is being done by 

physiotherapists who have been trained for a few days only. Hence, the input going in the 

treatment is questionable. 

Moreover, all the physiotherapists (irrespective of which group they treated) received the 

cognitive training. Hence the benefits of the training could inadvertently go to both 

groups rather than one. This is stated in the research paper itself. 

2. Accounting for Psychological factors:  

a. Several psychological factors play a part in therapy – for example patients might 

feel more comfortable or satisfied if the number of sessions is more – this might 

show the commitment of the therapist as well which may in turn raise the 

confidence of the patient.  

b. Also, the individuals’ perceived effectiveness of the therapy before the treatment 

has to be taken into account. This has been done but not in a detailed manner. 
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c. Psychological impact of undergoing a “new” procedure: Patients might realize 

that the cognitive method is unusual compared to what they might have seen and 

this could impact their psychology towards the treatment. 

 

3. Allocation method: The random allocation of patients after getting their preferences 

could potentially lead to dissatisfaction even before the treatment has been delivered. 

This is proven to have an impact on the outcome. This is also shown in the results of this 

study (Figure 3 of the paper). This figure is reproduced below: 

 

4. Preference assessment through questionnaire: It has been fairly well documented on how 

getting preferences through questionnaires can be inaccurate. This is because of the 

patients’ unwillingness to the share their true preference for various factors and phobia. 

 

Conclusion 
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Despite the limitations of the study pointed out above, there are some clear conclusions that can 

be derived from the study:  

 

a. Self-management can lead to sustained benefits (evidence available for 12 months) 

in treatment of chronic neck pain and in some cases can be as good as the usual 

treatment. 

b. The usual method may have marginally higher benefits that self management.  

c. A blend of the usual physiotherapy (5 sessions) and one session of cognitive 

therapy can lead to a better solution which might yield long term benefits for the 

patient. 

 

The study could have been much more fruitful by removing the trainers’ biases and accounting 

for the individual preferences more robustly than has been in the study. The study also throws up 

the interesting question of how preferences impact outcome of the treatment. These are 

directions for potential research and should interest the body of physiotherapy research across 

the world. 
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