
Mental health problems and 
persistent back and neck pain
Summary of challenges and opportunities
May 2019



A brief introduction



The Q Lab offers a bold new approach to making 
progress on health and care challenges. 

Working on a single challenge for 12 months, it brings together 
organisations and individuals from across the UK to pool what is known 
about a topic, uncover new insights and develop and test ideas.
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Current project

What are the experiences of people living with both 
mental health problems and persistent back and 
neck pain, and how can care be designed to best 

meet their health and wellbeing needs?
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Since September, the Q Lab have been working in partnership with Mind, 
the mental health charity, on the following challenge:



A deep and rounded understanding of the 
topic
• The Q Lab operates on the basis that sustainable change 

needs to start with understanding the problem deeply, from a 
range of perspectives, and drawing on data, evidence and 
experience.

• The following slides summarise the ‘Challenges and 
opportunities to improve’ essay produced by the Q Lab team, 
which aims to bring together what is known about mental health 
problems and persistent back and neck pain.

• The full essay can be read at https://qlabessays.health.org.uk

May 2019 Mental health problems and persistent back and neck pain

https://qlabessays.health.org.uk/


Living with both mental health 
problems and persistent back 
and neck pain



Mental health problems and persistent back and neck pain affect many people: 
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What is less known or understood is that the two are intrinsically linked:

Mental health problems and persistent back and neck painMay 2019



It’s a two-way relationship:
• The connection between mental health and persistent back 

and neck pain goes both ways: the consequences of living 
with persistent pain can lead to mental health problems such 
as depression and anxiety; and people with mental health 
problems are more likely to experience persistent back and 
neck pain than those without. 

• Although the relationship is complicated, mental health 
and persistent back and neck pain cannot be considered 
in isolation.
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The impact of a siloed system
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The reality is that the health and care system is not properly 
geared up for meeting the needs of people living with both 
conditions
Despite the policy context encouraging integrated working and holistic care (such as the 
NHS Long Term Plan), the reality is that the structure of the UK health system and 
professional training is largely based around clinical specialties. This results in separate 
services and support for mental and physical health.
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The impact of this is significant
Not only does it create additional complexity that individuals must navigate in order to 
get the support they need, separating mental and physical health care also increases 
costs and pressures within services. It is estimated that the effect of poor mental health 
for people living with long-term physical conditions costs the NHS at least £8 billion a 
year. 
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Opportunities for 
improvement



Opportunities for improvement
• Using this insight, we have worked 

with Lab participants to identify some 
promising opportunities for 
improvement.

• While some of the opportunities may 
sound like clichés – such as the 
importance of increasing awareness 
and training – they cannot be taken 
for granted, and have consistently 
been identified by Lab participants 
as key to improving care.
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There are current initiatives that we can learn from:
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The opportunities identified are not easy…
Many of the issues are not specific to mental health and 
persistent back and neck pain: they are wider issues that will 
need to be overcome if the vision of integrated, person-centred 
care is to be realised.
However, understanding these issues will be important for 
anyone wanting to develop and test new ideas for practical 
ways to improve the health and care for people living with 
mental health problems and persistent back and neck pain. 
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Next steps
The Q Lab is supporting four 
organisations to test the assumptions 
and issues surfaced, to find out what it 
will take to implement these ideas in 
practice. 
The learning will be captured and shared 
to support widespread change in health 
and care services across mental health 
and persistent back and neck pain.
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Over to you
May 2019

Use these essays to
• Learn more about the topic
• Start conversations with 

colleagues
• Raise awareness of the issue

https://qlabessays.health.org.uk
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Stay in touch
May 2019

Visit: https://q.health.org.uk/q-improvement-lab

Email: QLab@health.org.uk

Twitter: @theQCommunity #QLabs
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