I'd like you to think about your most recent episode of low back pain. The statistics tell me that just about everyone in this room has had back pain at some stage, but I'd really like you to reflect on the last time you had pain in your back and what it felt like, because I want to ask you a very important question. And that question is: how confident are you that you will return to all of the usual activities one month from today? Because it turns out your answer to that question is the best indication of how well you will recover from your back pain.

My thesis aimed to determine, early in the course of back pain, what factors will predict whether someone will develop chronic low back pain, because chronic back pain is extremely difficult to treat and is a significant medical challenge. Only a small proportion of people who get back pain would develop chronic low back pain, and that small proportion consumes the vast majority of the resources devoted to back pain treatment. As it turns out, recovery expectations, when measured using an item like this one, provide a stronger prediction than a whole variety of things, including health professionals' predictions, and also complicated statistical models.

So, I wanted to know more about what these recovery expectations mean. So, I spoke in depth with a group of people who answered 7/10 or less to that question. And their recovery expectations centred around their pain, the activities they could and couldn't perform, how their condition had progressed, and also treatment-related factors, so perhaps what their physio or their doctor had told them about their back pain. And all of these factors were interpreted by the person, so heavily influenced by the person's background and their past experiences. So, a lot goes into answering a very simple question, which is why it's very important to ask it early in the course of back pain. So, if you know someone is at risk of developing chronic low back pain, can you do anything about it? Can you change the outcomes for those people?

So, what we did, again, we gathered some people with low recovery expectations and we split them into two groups. Both groups received the usual physiotherapy treatment, just like they normally would. One group received five telephone-based health coaching sessions. In these sessions are aimed to turn the typical health consultation upside down and make the patient the focus - the expert - in that conversation and actually develop the importance and their confidence to return to activities rather than telling them what to do. Now not only did the group that had their health coaching do better on measures of physical activity, but they had significantly more positive recovery expectations. So they had a decreased risk of developing chronic low back pain. So all in all, we ended up with an elegant solution to a complex problem. If you want to know if someone is going to develop chronic low back pain, you should ask them.

