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ABSTRACT
Variation in beliefs towards low back pain between physiotherapy and nursing students
The objective of this study was to find out the variation in beliefs between physiotherapy and nursing students towards low back 
pain. 
Method: Physiotherapy (n=100) and nursing (n=100) students from various colleges in Pune city completed the survey.  Fear 
Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire (FABQ) was used. The participants filled up the Fear Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire. 
Result: Student Physiotherapy students had significantly lower Fear Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire scores (p≤ 0.05) than 
nursing [CI 95%] students.  
Conclusion: Physiotherapy students had less negative beliefs towards low back pain than nursing students.
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INTRODUCTION

Chronic low back pain (LBP) is a serious global public health 
problem[1]. In fact, it is considered to be the leading cause 
of absence from work and limitation of activity all over the 
world [2]. Physicians’ attitudes and beliefs regarding low back 
pain could potentially influence their patients’ attitudes and 
beliefs. Indeed, ample evidence demonstrates that the clini-
cians’ attitudes and beliefs regarding low back pain seem to 
affect the beliefs of their patients [3, 4]. Physicians’ attitudes 
and beliefs also appeared to influence their recommenda-
tions regarding low back pain patients’ activities and work [5, 

6]. Physiotherapists and nurses also spend a lot of time with 
patients, so their beliefs can influence the patients’ beliefs 
regarding back pain too. Given the influence that healthcare 
practitioners have on a patient’s recovery, there has been 
relatively little study on the attitudes and beliefs held by 
student healthcare professionals towards low back pain [7]. 
There has been some investigation into this area which has 
looked at student nurses and physiotherapists separately [8, 

9, 10, 11]. Surprisingly, there is just one study which compares 

student nurses and physiotherapists [11], it showed that beliefs 
about the consequences of low back pain and fear avoidance 
behaviors were more negative in student nurses compared to 
student physiotherapists. It is important to know the beliefs 
of physiotherapists and nurses while they are students so that 
they can be trained and educated regarding the same as edu-
cation about back pain does have an effect on the attitudes 
and beliefs of healthcare students [12]. It is also important to 
find out whether there is any variation in beliefs towards 
low back pain between physiotherapy and nursing students 
which may lead to a difference of opinion and possibly the 
recovery in patients suffering from low back pain.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design: A cross sectional survey was done amongst 
the physiotherapy and nursing students in Pune city who had 
completed at least 3rd year in their respective courses.

Procedure: Ethical approval from the institutional ethical 
committee was taken for this study. 101 physiotherapy and 
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101 nursing students from different colleges in Pune city par-
ticipated in this study. Written consent was taken from each 
of the participant and they were explained that participation 
in this study was completely voluntary and that confidential-
ity would be maintained. They then filled up the Fear Avoid-
ance Beliefs Questionnaire. 

Statistical methods: The data collected was then analyzed 
using Microsoft Excel and IBM Statistical Program for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS)version 20.0 (SPSS Inc, Chicago, 
IL). Average of the Physical Activity subsection and Work 
Activity subsection of the questionnaire was taken out for 
both the groups and compared [graph 1]. The scores of both 
the groups were compared using the Mann Whitney test. A 
non- parametric 0.95 confidence interval accompanies these 
estimates as does the ‘p’ value of 0.00 [Tables 1, 2].

RESULTS

Physiotherapy students had significantly lower Fear Avoid-
ance Beliefs Questionnaire scores than nursing students [p≤ 
0.05]. Hence, physiotherapy students have less negative be-
liefs towards low back pain than nursing students. [graph 1]

DISCUSSION

The results of this study indicate that student nurses had 
more negative beliefs about the inevitable consequences 
of low back pain, as well as displaying more fear-avoidant 
tendencies about physical activity in their day-to-day lives 
when compared to their physiotherapy counterparts. Similar 
results were found in a study which reported that nursing 
students had significantly more negative back pain beliefs 
than physiotherapy students [12]. These differing attitudes and 
beliefs may be rooted in a number of factors, including level 
of pain knowledge, as physiotherapy students had a greater 
knowledge of chronic pain mechanisms when compared to 
nursing students[7]. Furthermore, this study indicates that the 
nursing students had significantly more negative beliefs than 
physiotherapy students regarding the work activity and how 
it might affect the individual. As more negative beliefs are 
observed amongst nursing students, finding out the reason 
for this is important. Nurses are an integral part of the health-
care team and considering the influence a clinician has on 
the attitudes and beliefs of patients’, it is important to know 
their beliefs towards low back pain [15, 16]. Different methods 
have been used to improve the attitudes and beliefs of stu-
dent healthcare professionals and general population in the 
past, such as campaigns on back pain [17, 18], teaching modules 
[19] and information booklets[20]. It has been found previously 
that a module devoted to low back pain helps improve the 

attitudes and beliefs of physiotherapy students [19], it can be 
investigated in the future whether this would also pertain to 
other healthcare degree students, especially nursing. This 
might not only improve the perceptions of low back pain 
amongst nursing students, but also, in turn, be of benefit to 
patients they manage in the future[7]. 

LIMITATIONS

Generalizability of results is a limitation of this study. Only 
one city in one country is represented in this study, limiting 
generalizability. Confounding factors such as curricula and 
level of pain knowledge were not accounted for, and factors 
which can in turn shape the beliefs and attitudes an individu-
al may hold about low back pain[19].

CONCLUSION

Results from this study show that differences exist in the be-
liefs of physiotherapy and nursing students toward low back 
pain. Physiotherapy students had less negative low back pain 
beliefs while nursing students had more negative beliefs. 
This finding highlights the need for education for nurses to 
promote positive beliefs towards low back pain. Further re-
search is required to provide evidence based recommenda-
tions of how to address these contrasting beliefs.
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Table 1: Statistical result for Physical Activity subsec-
tion of Fear Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire

Physical activity

Mann-Whitney U 3014.500

Wilcoxon W 8165.500

Z -5.043

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000

Table 2: Statistical result for Work Activity subsec-
tion of Fear Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire

Work activity

Mann-Whitney U 3116.000

Wilcoxon W 8267.000

Z -4.786

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000
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Figure 1: Results of Fear Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire (FABQ).


