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Abstract

Objective. This study aimed at exploring the perspectives and experiences of individuals with neck pain by synthesizing all
available qualitative studies.
Methods. A systematic, qualitative meta-summary and meta-synthesis was conducted following the 5-step methodology
proposed by Sandelowski and Barroso. A systematic search of 9 electronic databases was conducted in May 2021.
Methodological quality was assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme tool.
Results. Nine studies were included in the meta-synthesis for a total of 103 participants (73 women). Eleven categories
were identified as belonging to 3 main themes: physical (“My neck has gone wrong”); psychological (“I am worried about
my recovery”); and social (“Pain limits my life”). In the physical theme, the categories with the highest frequency were
symptoms (67%) followed by body perception (44%). The psychological theme frequencies from highest to lowest were
psychological consequences (100%), coping strategies (100%), mindset (67%), expectations from health care professionals
(44%), and gender influence (22%). In the social theme, frequencies from highest to lowest were social relationships (56%),
work, and activities of daily living and physical activity (44%, respectively).
Conclusion. An individual’s experience with neck pain is a multidimensional phenomenon in which physical, psychological,
and social dimensions influence each other. These findings suggested that health care professionals should be aware of
recognizing and evaluating all of the individual’s experiences to offer a truly patient-centered care pathway.
Impact. This qualitative meta-synthesis responded to a call to action to explore perspectives and experiences of individuals
with neck pain. These findings can provide crucial guidance for clinicians as they plan and implement evidence-based
recommendations for neck pain.
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2 Perceptions and Experiences of Individuals With Neck Pain

Introduction

Neck pain is defined as “pain located in the anatomic region
of the neck, with or without radiation to the head, trunk,
and upper limbs.”1 It represents a widespread and disabling
condition with high prevalence and incidence worldwide.2

The impact of neck pain on individuals is high in terms of
pain, disability, and socioeconomic and health management
implications, in addition to important psychological implica-
tions due to its multifactorial nature.3,4 Thus, there is the need
to go beyond the impact of neck pain on the impairments
of body and function,5 and to consider the individual’s lived
experience (eg, beliefs, expectations, needs) as a fundamental
element of the care process.1,6–8

This transition represents an opportunity to reduce the
distance between patients and health care professionals and to
shift toward a more patient-centered approach.9 Within this
context, the narrative synthesis of qualitative data allows for
a deeper understanding of the individual’s lived experiences,
providing the necessary information to foster this shift in
perspective.1,10 Despite this, some scholars have reservations
about the value of many of the available methodological
approaches (eg, aggregated, interpretative).11,12 These reser-
vations arise from the difficulty of combining and generalizing
findings derived from heavily context-dependent studies, and
the subjective nature of the interpretation process exposed
to the researcher’s epistemological assumptions.13 The sys-
tematic review of qualitative studies with meta-summary and
meta-synthesis offers a possible solution to these problems
by implementing a more rigorous and systematic approach
to collect, analyze, interpret, and organize qualitative data,
thus allowing for informing practices and guiding decision-
making.14

In recent years, several systematic reviews of qualitative
studies have analyzed the participant’s experience in different
musculoskeletal disorders such as shoulder pain,15 chronic
low back pain,16,17 hip and/or knee osteoarthritis,18–20 and
chronic pelvic pain,21 and across different conditions.22 How-
ever, to the best of our knowledge, a similar investigation
focusing on neck pain has not been published to date. There-
fore, we aim to identify the individual’s perspective and expe-
rience by performing a systematic review with meta-summary
and meta-synthesis of all available qualitative studies involv-
ing individuals with neck pain.

Methods

Design

We conducted a systematic, qualitative meta-summary
(quantitative summation of qualitative research findings)
and meta-synthesis (integration of the qualitative findings
through a new interpretation of findings) using Sandelowski
and Barroso’s methodology.14

The study process has 5 basic steps: (1) develop the research
question, (2) search and systematically extract studies to be
analyzed, (3) appraise the quality of the included studies, (4)
classify the studies, and (5) synthesize data through meta-
summary and meta-synthesis.14

The research protocol was registered in the Open Science
Framework Registries Database (doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/
XTF7P) on November 20, 2020. The reporting of this
systematic review was developed according to Enhance
Transparency in Reporting The Synthesis of Qualitative

Research,23 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews
and Meta-Analyses statements,24–26 and the Qualitative
Meta-Analysis Article Reporting Standards Information
Recommended for Inclusion in Manuscripts Reporting
Qualitative Meta-Analyses.27

Data Sources and Searches

Two authors (Z.L., G.R.) independently conducted a system-
atic search in the following 9 databases: Cumulative Index
to Nursing and Allied Health Literature, Cochrane Library,
Embase, PEDro, PsycINFO, MEDLINE, Scopus, Sportdiscus,
and Web of Science. The last search was performed on May
16, 2021.

All the entry terms have been identified and orga-
nized according to the Sample, Phenomenon of Interest,
Design, Evaluation, Research type approach28 for qualitative
research:

• S (sample): adult participants;
• PI (phenomenon of interest): neck pain, cervicodynia,

cervical pain, neck ache;
• D (design): interview, discussion, observational, focus

groups, narration, semistructured, structured, informal,
in-depth, face-to-face, narrative accounts;

• E (evaluation): viewpoint, experience, opinion, attitude,
perception, beliefs, feelings, knowledge, behavior, under-
standing, perspective, involvement, engagement, first-
person perspectives, feedback, quality of life, health-
related quality-of-life, psychosocial, psychological, emo-
tions, mental outlook, needs, living with, coping with, self-
understanding, well-being, health status, patient-reported
outcomes, patient-centered care, health care, barriers and
enablers;

• R (research type): qualitative, mixed-method, methodol-
ogy, research, synthesis, approaches.

In addition, we used a “berry-picking” method14 to ensure
a comprehensive search of studies that met our inclusion
criteria, including footnote chasing, citation searching, hand
searching, journal run, author searching, and fugitive liter-
ature (eg, masters theses and doctoral dissertations). The
detailed search strategies for each database are reported in
Supplementary Table 1.

Study Selection

The inclusion criteria adopted were qualitative primary stud-
ies published in English that involved adults (18–75 years
of age) and considered the participant’s experience with a
diagnosis of neck pain irrespective of phase (eg, acute, sub-
acute, chronic), intervention (eg, manual therapy, therapeutic
exercise, modalities) and time of publication. The exclusion
criteria were (1) quantitative studies (eg, prospective studies,
case studies, case reports), (2) mixed-methods studies with
no clear identification of participants and findings from the
qualitative methods, (3) studies conducted on participants
with specific pathologies (eg, tumors, spondylolysis; fractures,
cervical myelopathy) or traumatic origin (eg, whiplash, con-
cussion), and (4) studies including young (<18 years of age)
or elderly (>75 years of age) participants.

Three authors (Z.L., G.R., L.F.M.) independently reviewed
the studies. All duplicates were removed after identifying

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ptj/article/102/8/pzac080/6609052 by guest on 04 January 2023

doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/XTF7P
doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/XTF7P
https://academic.oup.com/ptj/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ptj/pzac080#supplementary-data


Maistrello et al 3

the records in the databases. Titles and abstracts of the
selected records were screened, and the full text of the eligible
records was assessed according to the inclusion criteria. Any
disagreement was resolved by consensus with the research
group.

Data Extraction and Quality Assessment

Data from included studies were independently extracted by
2 authors (Z.L., G.R.) and organized in an ad-hoc synoptic
table, including year of publication, country (setting), diagno-
sis, aim, participants, data collection, data analysis, and the
qualitative findings summarizing the participant’s experience
(see Tab. 1).

The qualitative findings of the participants’ experience were
classified as thematic surveys, conceptual/thematic descrip-
tions, and interpretative explanations, considering the differ-
ent degree of data transformation of findings.29 Any disagree-
ment was resolved by consensus within the research group.

We used the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
tool,30 commonly applied in qualitative health reviews31 as
suggested by the Cochrane Collaboration,32,33 to assess the
rigor, credibility, and relevance of the evidence produced14 and
discuss any methodological issues that arose.34 According to
Sandelowski and Barroso’s advice, low quality was not an
exclusion criterion but a step to improve the rigor of our
systematic review.14,35,36 CASP is composed of 10 items30

that address (1) study aim(s), (2) appropriateness of qualita-
tive methodology, (3) research design, (4) recruitment strategy,
(5) data collection, (6) researcher and participant relationship
(researcher reflexivity), (7) research ethics, (8) data analysis,
(9) findings, and (10) contribution to knowledge. For items 1
to 9, the scoring system considers 3 values based on whether
the topic is: well described in the article (Y: yes), completely
not described (N: no), or unclear lacking details (CT: cannot
tell); the item number 10 is based on an open-ended question
about the importance of the study (eg, valuable or not valu-
able).30 Two authors (L.F.M, G.R.) independently assessed
each study; any disagreements were resolved by consensus
with the research group.14

Data Synthesis and Analysis

All of the following steps planned for the synthesis process
were performed simultaneously rather than sequentially14 by
3 independent authors (Z.L., G.R., L.M.): (1) identify the
topic through multiple readings and line-by-line review of
studies; (2) extract the target findings of each study and
eliminate irrelevant data; (3) edit the findings to ensure the
original wording is captured to preserve the authors’ inten-
tion(s); (4) group similar findings by topic to establish, when
compared, if findings across studies are related to each other;
(5) abstract the grouped findings by eliminating redundan-
cies, refining statements, and preserving contradictions and
ambiguities; (6) generate categories and themes from the
final findings by means of a 2-method cycle coding: first an
inductive analysis procedure and then by axial coding37; and
(7) evaluate the findings for similarities and differences within
and between studies and synthetize using a constant target
comparison.

We then proceeded with the estimation of (1) the manifest
interstudy frequency effect size, for example, prevalence rate
of findings; calculated as ([number of studies containing a

finding/total number of studies] × 100); and (2) the intrastudy
intensity effect size, for example, concentration of findings
in each report; calculated as ([number of findings in the
study/total number of findings] × 100).38

Any disagreements were resolved by consensus and con-
sultation with the overall research group. The detailed meta-
synthesis process is reported in Supplementary Table 2.

We ensured the trustworthiness and rigor of this meta-
synthesis and meta-summary combining multiple strategies14

by (1) adopting a multidisciplinary research group of clini-
cians (physical therapists, nurses) and scholars (researchers,
methodologists) from different backgrounds, (2) using a sys-
tematic search approach for literature, (3) involving multiple
researchers in each of the stages of the review, (4) holding
regular meetings to plan and discuss emergent themes and
challenges, and (5) keeping an audit trail to extensively doc-
ument the research team’s process and outputs. Furthermore,
the active participation of each member of the group allowed
each decision to be discussed and negotiated using a “think-
aloud” strategy and discrepancies were resolved through con-
sensus.14 All the implemented strategies are summarized in
Supplementary Table 3.

Difference Between Protocol and Review

We included 2 studies39,40 in which the participant age range
exceeded the definition of adult established in our Open Sci-
ence Framework Registries Database protocol (18–77 years of
age and 18–78 years instead of 18–75 years). We agreed there
was no clinical reason to exclude these studies; therefore, we
expanded the inclusion criterion to age 80 years to be more
comprehensive.

Results

Studies Included

The initial search produced a total of 7438 records (5772
after duplicate removal). After title and abstract reading,
5714 records were excluded and 58 underwent the eligibility
process.

After reading the full textsw, 49 studies were excluded for
different reasons (see Suppl. Tab. 4), and a total of 9 studies
were included39–47 (see Fig. 1). Of these, 4 originated from 2
cohorts of participants: that of McDermid et al46,47 and that
of Ahlsen et al.43,44

Characteristics of the Studies

A total of 103 participants (73 females) with a nonspecific
neck pain diagnosis were included in the studies. In 2 stud-
ies,46,47 35 participants presented chronic or recurrent neck
pain as a principal symptom with or without associated
arm/shoulder pain. The participants’ ages ranged from 18
to 78 years; the median number of participants included in
the studies was 16, ranging from 642 to 20.39,45 Two studies
included only male participants,43,44 whereas in the others the
majority were female.39–42,45–47

Seven studies were conducted in Europe: 4 in Ger-
many,39,41,42,45 1 in Switzerland,40 and 2 in Norway.43,44

Two studies were conducted in Canada and Australia.46,47

The included studies were categorized as thematic surveys,40

conceptual/thematic description,39,41,42,45–47 and interpre-
tive explanations.43,44 The characteristics of the 9 included
studies are summarized in Table 1.
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4 Perceptions and Experiences of Individuals With Neck Pain

Table 1. Characteristics of the Included Studiesa

Study Country
(Setting) Diagnosis Aim Participants Data

Collection Data Analysis Declared Themes of
Patients’ Experience

Ahlsen
et al43

(2012a)

Norway Chronic NP To examine how men
present themselves as
patients with chronic pain
and how men’s subjective
experience of pain
interplays with dominant
norms of masculinity

n = 10
M/F = 10/0
Age = 28–47 y

Qualitative
interview

Narrative
method,
combined with a
gender-sensitive
perspective

Physical damage
Working difficulties
Troubled private affairs
Personal suffering

Ahlsen
et al44

(2012b)

Norway Chronic NP To find out more about
men’s experiences living
with chronic NP and
being in treatment

n = 10
M/F = 10/0
Age = 28–47 y

Qualitative
interview

Narrative method
combined with
gender-sensitive
perspective

Rebuilding a self
Being comforted
Being connected

Cramer
et al41

(2013)

Germany Chronic
nonspecific NP

To investigate the
perceived influence of
yoga on body awareness
and the psychosocial
aspects of life for people
with chronic NP

n = 18
M/F = 3/15
Age = 19–59 y

Body
drawings

Semistan-
dardized
interviews

Content analysis
techniques

Physical dimension
Cognitive dimension
Emotional dimension
Behavioral dimension
Social dimension

Holmberg
et al45

(2016)

Germany Unspecific
chronic NP

To understand how
mind–body therapies and
exercise therapy may
influence the experience
of pain among people
with chronic NP

n = 20
M/F = 4/16
Age = 29–59 y

Semistruc-
tured
interviews

Grounded theory Experiencing NP
Intervention experiences in

Qigong study arm
Intervention experiences in

exercise therapy study
arm

Langenfeld
et al40

(2018)

Switzer-
land

NP To evaluate the
association between
objective and subjective
cervical range of motion
among people with NP
and assess awareness of
impairments

n = 10 (9
chronic, 1
acute)
M/F = 4/6
Age = 23–77 y

Semistruc-
tured
interviews

Content analysis
techniques

Reason for seeing physical
therapist

ADL restrictions due to NP
General description of

problem
Perception on head

movement
Subjective impression of

movement restriction
ADL limitations due to

movement restrictions
Lauche
et al42

(2012)

Germany Chronic
nonspecific NP

To explore body image
and its influence on
everyday life in people
with chronic NP,
influence of cupping
therapy on people with
chronic NP, and to better
understand the
relationship between
chronic pain and body
image

n = 6
M/F = 2/4
Age = 52–62 y

Body image
drawings
and
semistruc-
tured
interviews

Content analysis
techniques

Perception of body and pain
Handling pain

Changes after cupping
therapy

MacDermid
et al46

(2013)

Canada
Australia

Chronic or
recurrent NP
with or
without
associated
arm/shoulder
pain

To describe the experience
of receiving health care
for NP and to determine
the meaning of that
experience for people
living with NP

n = 19
M/F = 1/18
Age = 20–69 y

Semistruc-
tured
interview

Coding of text
(modified
Stevick-Colaizzi-
Keen)

Complexity in finding
effective health care

Need for informative,
personalized, respectful
communication

MacDermid
et al47

(2016)

Canada Chronic or
recurrent NP
with or
without
associated
arm/shoulder
pain

To describe quality,
distribution, and behavior
of NP; to describe pain
experiences of people
with nonspecific NP using
qualitative descriptive
approach

n = 16
M/F = 1/15
Age = 20–69 y

Semistruc-
tured
interview
Electronic
descriptive
pain tool

Descriptive
content analysis

Anatomic distribution of
pain

Quality and intensity of pain
Behavior of pain Mediators

of pain
Impact on activity

Schrer
et al39

(2010)

Germany NP To investigate perspectives
and expectations of
people presenting with
NP in clinical practice

n = 20
M/F = 6/14
Age = 20–78 y

Semistruc-
tured
telephone
interviews

Grounded theory
using thematic
framework
approach

Communication of
individual and clinician
about reason for
encounter

People’s competencies
Clinician–patient situation

from patients’ perspective
Experiences with

therapeutic options

aADL = activities of daily living; CNP = chronic neck pain; F = female; GPE = global perceived effect; M = male; NP = neck pain; RTW = return to work.
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Maistrello et al 5

Figure 1. Study selection flow diagram. (see Suppl. Tab. 2 for details and rationale for the excluded studies).

Quality Appraisal of the Included Studies

Items 1, 2, and 3 were evaluated as “yes” in all studies.39–47

Items 4 and 5 were reported, respectively, as “cannot tell” in
1 study42 and 6 studies.40–44,47 Item 6 was rated as “no”
in 6 studies.39–42,46,47 Item 7 obtained a score as “cannot
tell” in 4 studies39,40,43,45 and “no” in 2 studies.44,47 Items
8 and 9 were judged as “cannot tell” in 3 studies.40,43,44

Finally, the research group rated item 10 as valuable in all
studies.39–47 The detailed quality appraisal and the CASP
score are reported in Table 2.

Meta-Summary and Meta-Synthesis Outcomes

A total of 252 target findings were extracted, modified,
grouped, abstracted, and summarized in 196 final declara-
tions. The first cycle of the encoding method outlined 209
codes. After the second cycle, the codes were reduced to
157 and condensed into 11 categories that were summarized
into 3 main themes: (1) “My neck has gone wrong”
(physical dimension), (2) “I am worried about my recovery”
(psychological dimension), and (3) “Pain limits my life”
(social dimension) (see Fig. 2). The categories with the
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6 Perceptions and Experiences of Individuals With Neck Pain

Table 2. Quality Appraisal of the Included Studies Using the CASPa

Ahlsen
et al43

(2012a)

Ahlsen
et al44

(2012b)

Cramer
et al41

(2016)

Holmberg
et al45

(2016)

Langenfeld
et al40

(2018)

Lauche
et al42

(2012)

MacDermid
et al47

(2016)

MacDermid
et al46

(2013)

Schrer
et al39

(2010)

Item 1. Was there a clear statement of
the aims of the research?

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Item 2. Is a qualitative methodology
appropriate?

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Item 3. Was the research design
appropriate to address the aims of
the research?

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Item 4. Was the recruitment strategy
appropriate to the aims of the
research?

Y Y Y Y Y CT Y Y Y

Item 5. Were the data collected in a way
that addressed the research issue?

CT CT CT Y CT CT CT Y Y

Item 6. Has the relationship between
researcher and participants been
adequately considered?

Y Y N Y N N N N N

Item 7. Have ethical issues been taken
into consideration?

CT N Y CT CT Y Y N CT

Item 8. Was the data analysis
sufficiently rigorous?

CT CT Y Y CT Y Y Y Y

Item 9. Is there a clear statement of
findings?

CT CT Y Y CT Y Y Y Y

Item 10. How valuable is the research? Val Val Val Val Val Val Val Val Val

aData evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP).30 CT = cannot tell; N = no; Val = valuable; Y = yes.

highest-frequency effect size among studies were: psychologi-
cal consequences (100%), coping strategies (100%), mindset
(67%), and symptoms (67%), whereas the lowest frequency
was documented by gender influence (22%). The greatest
intrastudy intensity was reported by Holmberg et al and
Ahlsen et al (73%)43,45 followed by Langenfeld et al and
by Ahlsen et al (64%)40,44 (see Tab. 3).

Theme 1: “My Neck Has Gone Wrong”
Symptoms

The most commonly experienced symptom was persistent
neck pain,40,42,43,45,47 varying in terms of intensity and qual-
ity and often described as a mixed type.47

Participants never complained of neck pain as their isolated
symptom; rather, they considered neck pain to be the cause
of many other symptoms and diseases. For example, the pain
was also referred to the shoulders, arms,40,43,47 and, more
rarely, to the upper back.47 Other frequently experienced
symptoms were stiffness, tightness, and blockage in the neck,
which caused difficulty moving39,40,45 and increased pain,
presenting an obstacle to normal function.42 The participants
also experienced different headaches in terms of duration
and location43,45,47 as well as intensity.43 Headaches could
become very intense, mimicking a migraine attack, which
was the most annoying symptom.45 Pain was also associated
with dizziness, visual disturbances, tinnitus,40,45 nausea, jaw
pain,40 joint “click”and “popping”sounds during neck move-
ment,40,47 as well as sleep disturbances.45

Body Perception

Pain sometimes changed the body perception of partici-
pants.42,43 Both the neck and shoulders were perceived to
be altered in their shape, function,43 and position.42 The
execution of neck movements was sometimes reported as

unnatural, limited, or distorted in proportion40; participants
struggled to focus attention on non-painful areas.42

Theme 2: “I’m Worried About My Recovery”
Psychological Consequences

Neck pain negatively influenced some psychological aspects
of participants’ experience, resulting in frailty and emotional
suffering. Participants reported feelings of discouragement,
hopelessness, helplessness, distress, frustration, and anger
caused by pain-induced disability42–46 and difficulty in
accessing appropriate care services or treatments.46 Partic-
ipants were afraid of movement because they thought it
could potentially worsen their neck pain41,42; nevertheless,
participating in various activities seemed to reinforce the
hope of finding a solution to one’s problem.44 Some cognitive
functions, such as concentration, memory, and thinking,
were impaired by lack of sleep and the negative effects of
medication.40,46 Mood was also affected, with feelings of
irritability, strangeness, and betrayal.45 Participants often felt
“controlled” by the pain that became a burden.42,45 Overall,
participants avoided talking openly about pain in order not
to reinforce it and avoid being stigmatized as neurotic.39

Coping Strategies

Participants adopted several coping strategies aimed at
improving their efficiency to fully complete their daily
duties.42,44 Many participants changed their lifestyle, behav-
ior (postural adaptations or relaxation techniques), or
external environment, modifying, for example, their work
context or their job. In general, they preferred to self-manage
their health39,40,45–47 and turned to external professional
help only when their strategies failed.39,45 In contrast,
some ignored the pain, using endurance strategies to fulfill
daily tasks even when their symptoms worsened.41,42 Some
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Figure 2. Themes of participants’ experiences with neck pain. Each sector represents a participant experience theme. The color of the sector indicates
the category to which it belongs: physical (red), psychological (blue), or social (dark blue). In addition, the sector arches indicate the number of studies
dealing with the theme (eg, in the theme “gender influences,” the 2-sector arches indicate that 2 of the 9 included studies dealt with that theme, for a
total of 22%). ADL = activities of daily living; HCPs = health care professionals.

also sought distractions42 or resorted to excessive use of
painkiller medications44 to avoid feeling overwhelmed by the
pain.

Mindset

Participants expressed a common need to receive specific
and concrete health care explanations44 that described the
origin of neck pain. They needed information about how to
relieve pain and what the best available treatments were; they
also wanted to know what behaviors should be adopted and
avoided.46

During their care process, participants needed to feel under-
stood, respected, and closely followed, with constant monitor-
ing and feedback.44,46

Participants believed that the pain was caused by increased
tension in the neck45 due to heavy daily or work activities,
poor posture, or mental stressful conditions.43,47 For some
participants, the pain seemed something “alien,” not coming
from their own body, which consequently made it difficult to
control.42

Participants believed that their symptoms could be wors-
ened by ineffective treatments; even if they did not know
if this worsening was caused by the interventions offered
by the health service or some other factors, this condition
led participants to believe that the health care provider was
responsible.46 Participants also preferred “challenging” treat-
ments (eg, exercises that are more difficult to perform) that
were perceived as more effective in the long term.46 Although

these exercises were positively perceived, it was more difficult
for participants to remain compliant.

In general, medications were thought to be useful on occa-
sion, but participants generally preferred to avoid them.46

Diagnostic examinations (x-rays or magnetic resonance imag-
ing) were often counterproductive, causing frustration when,
in the face of neck pain, the images showed no physical
structural problems.46

Gender Influence

Two studies reported the experience of neck pain as different
between males and females.43 Men tended to minimize the
problem so as not to appear weak or lacking masculinity in
their social role. Consequently, rehabilitation assumed great
importance as it enabled, through the recovery of strength, an
opportunity to “rebuild” oneself.44

Expectations From Health Care Professionals

Participants wanted to be closely followed by the professional
and not abandoned and isolated within a treatment session
(eg, when the practitioner, after assigning an exercise, leaves
to assist another participant). The information provided by
the professional had to be comprehensive, and treatments
had to lead to long-term benefits.44,46 Participants expected
their problems to be solved42 by competent health care pro-
fessionals with whom a good therapeutic relationship was
established.46
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Table 3. Meta-Summarya

Themes/
Dimension Categories Authors

Interstudy
Frequency
Effect Sizes

Ahlsen
et al43

(2012a)

Ahlsen
et al44

(2012b)

Cramer
et al41

(2016)

Holmberg
et al45

(2016)

Langenfeld
et al40

(2018)

Lauche
et al42

(2012)

MacDermid
et al47

(2016)

MacDermid
et al46

(2013)

Schrer
et al39

(2010)

My neck has
gone wrong

Symptoms √ – – √ √ √ – √ √ 67

Physical
dimension

Body perception √ – – √ √ √ – – – 44

I am worried
about my
recovery

Psychological
consequences

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 100

Psychological
dimension

Coping strategies √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 100
Mindset √ √ – √ – √ √ √ – 67
Gender influence √ √ – – – – – – – 22
Expectations
from
health care
professionals

– √ – – – √ √ – √ 44

Pain limits my
life

Work √ √ – √ √ – – – – 44

Social
dimension

ADL disability – – √ √ √ – – √ – 44
Physical activity/
sport

– – √ – √ – √ – √ 44

Social
relationships

√ √ √ √ – – – – √ 56

Intrastudy intensity effect sizes 73 64 45 73 64 55 45 45 55

aInterstudy frequency effect size = ([number of studies containing a finding/total number of studies] × 100); intrastudy intensity effect size = ([number of
findings in the study/total number of findings] × 100). ADL = activities of daily living.

Professionals were judged positively when they were able
to establish a positive therapeutic relationship by dedicating
enough time to treatment, showing interest in the participant’s
condition, and demonstrating knowledge and expertise.46

The practitioner also had to have good communication
skills and empathy in addition to implementing effective
therapeutic strategies that respected participants’ expectations
and preferences, even when they were experimental or
alternative treatments.39,46 In the absence of these con-
ditions, many participants decided to change health care
professionals.46

Other obstacles in the treatment process included long
waiting lists, disagreements between the physical therapist and
other clinicians, and “health system regulations” that imposed
treatment prescriptions different from what the participants
expected.39

Receiving a specific diagnosis was not always essential. In
some cases, participants preferred to focus more on strategies
for symptom resolution rather than on the etiology of their
problem.39

Theme 3: “Pain Limits My Daily Life”
Work

Work was one of the activities most limited by neck pain.
Due to physical impairment, many participants claimed that
they were no longer able to work at full capacity40,43–45

and were forced into long periods of absence.44 Work was
deemed harmful, and high levels of responsibility and stress
were considered to be the cause of neck pain.43

Activity of Daily Living Disability

Many participants felt pain-disabled for both physical and
emotional reasons.41 Instrumental daily activities commonly
limited due to movement restrictions and concentration chal-
lenges were housework, driving, and some hobbies such as
reading and using the computer.40,45 Participants also avoided
activities that involved the use of neck and shoulder muscles,
such as lifting and carrying weights, as they aggravated neck
pain.47

Physical Activity and Sport

A complex relationship emerged between physical activity and
neck pain.47 On the one hand, participants tended to avoid
exercise for fear of triggering or worsening the pain39–41,47;
on the other hand, they reported that without physical activity,
the pain worsened. Participants also reported concern about
reduced physical activity and the negative long-term health
consequences.47 Ultimately, physical exercise was generally
considered very challenging but effective in the long term.39,46

Social Relationships

Participants generally felt their social relationships were lim-
ited due to the unpredictable nature of the pain and fear of
making it worse.41,43–45 Some participants experienced a real
“social fall” with the loss of their role in society.44 The family
assumed a dual role: in some cases, it was perceived as an
additional burden to manage, whereas in others it represented
a supportive context favoring well-being and relaxation.39

Sometimes participants reported they preferred not talking
about their problem with family39 to avoid feeling stigmatized

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ptj/article/102/8/pzac080/6609052 by guest on 04 January 2023



Maistrello et al 9

or humiliated44; however, there was also a strong need to feel
socially connected.44

Discussion

Our systematic review of 9 qualitative studies offered a unique
insight into the experience of participants with neck pain.
We found that the experience of participants with neck pain
could best be described as a multidimensional construct that
permeates all dimensions of life among which the psychosocial
aspects were the most represented as documented by the
interstudy frequency effect size. Indeed, the most described
categories were those in the psychological (n = 5) and social
dimension (n = 4), whereas the physical dimension was less
represented (n = 2).

As emerged in the first theme, participants reported negative
experiences of neck pain that was perceived as intense, unpre-
dictable, and disabling. Pain represented the overarching com-
plaint capable of disrupting the participants’ bodies, as also
emerged in other musculoskeletal15–21 and nonmusculoskele-
tal conditions.22 In addition, participants often reported other
impairments (eg, stiffness, altered body perceptions) and asso-
ciated disorders (eg, dizziness, visual disturbances), thus high-
lighting the complexity of living with neck pain. The variety
of physical impairments associated with neck pain48 offers
precious insights into the participants’ unique somatopercep-
tual experiences. Moreover, it stimulates clinicians to adopt
physical therapy to promote discrimination between safe and
threatening stimuli, thus helping participants at regaining a
perceived sense of ownership over their bodies (eg, “This is
my neck and I am in control of it”).49,50

As revealed in the second theme, participants reported that
living with neck pain triggers a psychological burden, with
nuances ranging from cognitive and emotional difficulties to
loss of self-control. This thread echoes the subjective experi-
ence observed in other painful conditions,15–22 emphasizing
the impact of suffering on the whole person. Participants
also showed different levels of awareness of their neck pain:
whereas some openly revealed expectations on their condi-
tions and needs, others did not share their experience for
fear of being stigmatized or considered socially inappropri-
ate (eg, men as “weak and frail”). Moreover, participants
with neck pain mentioned living suspended between their
desire for autonomy in the management and their desire to
be followed by health care providers. Overall, these find-
ings inform clinicians of the need to guarantee a safe ther-
apeutic encounter where participants can feel safe talking
about their illness.51 This would help the participants to val-
idate and legitimate their suffering and to shift their mindset
toward a proactive approach,52,53 thus making sense of their
condition.

In the third theme, we highlighted how neck pain wors-
ens the participants’ lives, impacting their daily, sporting,
and working activities. Dysfunctional beliefs (eg, “movement
exacerbates neck pain”) and unhelpful behaviors (eg, excess
vs avoidance of activities) often supported these difficulties,
representing critical issues that clinicians should address with
tailored educational interventions to improve treatment out-
comes.54 Furthermore, the deprivation of social relationships
for participants living with neck pain further worsened their
disability, especially those experiencing a paucity of human
connections and support from family relatives and friends. In
this context of suffering, clinicians should help participants

to increase their self-efficacy and develop appropriate coping
strategies.55

However, despite their values, our findings should be crit-
ically analyzed in light of the methodological limitations of
the included studies, considering that (1) two-thirds of the
studies reported an unclear role of researchers that could
potentially have biased the research question and unclear data
collection, (2) one-third of the studies presented unclear data
presentation, and (3) one-half of the included studies docu-
mented unclear ethical issues (Tab. 2). These limitations may
have influenced the results of the included studies, ultimately
influencing the quality of our metasynthesis.

Strength and Limitations

To our knowledge, this is the first qualitative systematic
review to synthesize participants’ experience of neck pain
in response to the “call to action” for research focused on
individuals’ experience in physical therapy.8 We conducted
an extensive literature search across 9 databases, including
the berry-picking method and the quality assessment of the
included studies. We limited the search to include only studies
published in English. Thus, data not published in English as
well as from grey literature may have been missed. Further-
more, the absence of studies reporting findings from other
continents (eg, Africa, Asia) limits the generalizability of our
results in contexts influenced by different cultures, socioe-
conomic conditions, and health care systems.56 As emerged,
the intrastudy intensity effect sizes ranged from 45%41,46,47

to 73%,43,45 suggesting a substantial homogeneity across
studies regarding the themes and categories. However, our
study focused on the experiences of participants with neck
pain,39–47 limiting the generalizability of our results to indi-
viduals with other cervical painful conditions (eg, radiculopa-
thy, whiplash, myelopathy). Given the interpretive nature of
the meta-synthesis process, the researchers’ experiences and
background might have influenced the findings.31 However,
we applied a methodological approach used by a multidisci-
plinary team of experts to address this potential bias, thereby
improving the trustworthiness and rigor of the findings.14

Implications

This systematic review offers implications at several levels.
From a clinical perspective, our findings highlight the impor-
tance of implementing all dimensions of the individual’s expe-
rience within the neck pain care process (Fig. 3), in line
with international guidelines on neck pain.48,57 Despite the
uncertainty about how best to integrate the biopsychoso-
cial model into clinical practice, psychologically informed
physical therapy represents a promising strategy.58 Instead
of focusing only on biomechanical and pathology-based per-
spectives, psychologically informed physical therapy merges
physical impairment–based treatments (eg, manual therapy,
therapeutic exercise) with cognitive-behavioral approaches
(eg, motivational interview, reinforcement strategies), offering
the opportunity to identify and address both biological and
psychological impairments.59,60

From an educational perspective, our findings inform the
need for tailored training on biopsychosocial dimensions at
both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Several system-
atic reviews highlighted how physical therapists feel inade-
quately trained and insecure in managing psychosocial impair-
ments.61,62 This lack of training together with other bar-
riers (eg, time constraints and concerns about professional
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Figure 3. Elements of the neck pain care process and their influence on the participants’ experience.

boundaries) induces a nonstandardized use of psychosocial
skills,63 which may lead to inadequate management of these
impairments. Although different training methods exist (eg,
didactic and experiential learning), there is no consensus on
which is the most effective to train a learner’s psychosocial
skills.64 Thus, we suggest continuing research on the training
of psychosocial skills by enhancing attention to address the
individual’s experience in musculoskeletal pain.

From a research perspective, our findings suggest the need
for more thorough integration of the individual’s experience
into future research on neck pain. Currently, the involvement
of participants in health research is encouraged worldwide.65

Accordingly, individuals’ experience could inform future
quantitative research on neck pain (eg, randomized-controlled
trials)66 by identifying research priorities and individuals’ rel-
evant outcomes67 and helping researchers to improve the poor
content validity of commonly used outcome measures for neck
pain.68 In this perspective, the validation and transcultural
adaptation of patient-reported experience measures, with
adequate psychometric properties (eg, Picker Musculoskeletal
Disorders Questionnaire), represent a research priority for

measuring and capturing the whole concept of individuals’
expectations in various musculoskeletal conditions.6 Future
research should invest efforts in qualitative studies on this
topic to transparently report their research methods, including
the researchers’ roles and how these may influence the
conduct and results of the study.

In conclusion, because an individual’s experience is essential
to improve clinical outcomes and deliver patient-centered
care,6,8 clinicians should be encouraged to integrate it into
their decision-making process when designing neck pain care
plans.
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