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Target audience: Trust staff. 

Document author and role: Sarah Harvey, Specialist Paediatric Orthopaedic 

Physiotherapist RCHT. 

Document author contact details: 01736758846. 

Document definition: Guidelines. 

Supporting committee and chairperson: Therapies Senior Management Team Meeting – 

Chair Clare Rotman and CQaGG – Chair Jason Thomas. 

Executive director responsible for the clinical guideline: Deputy Chief Executive and 

Chief Nursing Officer. 

Freedom of information: Can be released under the Freedom of Information Act 2000. 

CFT Document section: Clinical, clinical guidelines. 

 

Audience:  

☒ Cornwall Partnership NHS Foundation Trust 

☒ Royal Cornwall Hospitals NHS Trust 

 

Key words: Paediatric orthopaedics, Paediatric back pain, Paediatric spinal pain. 

 

Approval process 

Approved at: Therapies Senior Management Team Meeting – Chair Clare Rotman. 

Date approved: 14 May 2024. 

Executive approval:  Kim O’Keeffe, Deputy Chief Executive and Chief Nursing Officer. 

Date approved by: 14 May 2024. 

RCHT General manager confirming approval processes: Clare Rotman. 

RCHT Governance lead confirming approval process: Becky Osborne. 

Review date: 14/11/2026 (6 months prior to the expiry date). 

Expiry date: 14/05/2027 (normally 3 years after ratification unless there are changes in 

legislation, NICE guidance or national standards or the document should only be valid for a 

specified period). 

Publication location: 

☒ Internet and intranet  ☐ Intranet only 

RCHT Document Library folder and sub-folder: Therapies / Physiotherapy 



 

Referral of children with back pain to physiotherapy services at RCHT and CFT Clinical Guideline V1.1  

Page 3 of 15 

Version control 

 

Version Date Author Changes 

V1.0 Dec 2011 Sarah Harvey, 
Clinical Lead 
Physiotherapist 

Rachel Hancock, 
Clinical Lead 
Physiotherapist 

Initial issue 

V2.0 Feb 2015 Rachel Hancock 
and Michelle 
Jackman,  

Clinical Lead 
Physiotherapists  

Carrie Biddle, 
Therapies Clinical 
Governance Lead 

Full review and updated template. 

Changes to flow diagrams regarding where 
patients are referred onto to reflect changes 
in the care pathway. 

V3.0 Aug 2019 Alex Coker, Acting 
Clinical Lead 
Physiotherapist. 

Carrie Biddle, 
Therapies Clinical 
Governance and 
Quality Lead 

Full review and updated template. 

Alterations in wording to ensure greater 
clarity and consistency with age ranges and 
directing referrals to appropriate services. 

Updates to specific job titles and roles. 

Increased specificity to MSK physiotherapy. 

V1.0 Mar 2023 Sarah Harvey, 
Paediatric 
Orthopaedic 
Physiotherapist 

New version number as this is an initial joint 
Trust clinical guideline. 

1. Title change. 

2. Document also now includes CFT Physio 
MSK Service.  

3. The previous version had an error of 2 of 
the same flow charts (Tables 1 and 2) 
rather than 2 separate ones. 

4. There is more detailed advice for 
referrers re scoliosis and referral to Exeter. 

5. Physio referral of patients not improving 
(without red flags) no longer should be sent 
to Derriford but instead are to RCHT 
Paediatric Orthopaedic Consultant. 

6. Email and contact details and service 
names updated for all services. 
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7. Addition at 2.6.1 that referral must state 
that patient has been screened for 
paediatric back pain red flags and cleared. 

V1.1 April 2024 Sarah Harvey, 
Paediatric 
Orthopaedic 
Physiotherapist 

1. Changes to X-ray protocol at 2.4. 

2. Change from 1 to 3 months on flow 
charts 1 and 2. 

3. Combined wording on red flags at    
2.3.1.1. 

 

This document Replaces: 

Referral of Children With Back Pain to Physiotherapy Services at RCHT and CFT 
Clinical Guideline V1.0 
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Data Protection Act 2018 (UK General Data Protection 

Regulation Legislation) 

 

The Trusts have a duty under the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK General Data Protection 

Regulations 2016/679 to ensure that there is a valid legal basis to process personal and 

sensitive data. The legal basis for processing must be identified and documented before the 

processing begins. In many cases we may need consent; this must be explicit, informed, 

and documented. We cannot rely on opt out, it must be opted in. 

 

Data Protection Act 2018 and UK General Data Protection Regulations 2016/679 is 

applicable to all staff; this includes those working as contractors and providers of services. 

 

For more information about your obligations under the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK 

General Data Protection Regulations 2016/679, contact the Information Governance team. 

 

• Cornwall Partnership NHS Foundation Trust: Email cpn-tr.infogov@nhs.net  

• Royal Cornwall Hospitals NHS Trust: Email rch-tr.infogov@nhs.net   

mailto:cpn-tr.infogov@nhs.net
mailto:rch-tr.infogov@nhs.net
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. This guideline has been produced in order to minimise inappropriate paediatric back 

pain referrals to the Physiotherapy Service and to ensure patients are seen by the 

most appropriate clinical service. 

 

1.2. This version supersedes any previous versions of this document. 

 

2. Aim/Purpose of this Guideline 

 

2.1 This guideline includes information for referrers wishing to refer a child with back pain 

to physiotherapy services. It also includes information for physiotherapists who 

receive a referral for a child with back pain. 

 

2.2 This guideline applies to anyone wishing to make a paediatric back pain referral to 

Physiotherapy services (e.g. GPs, other physiotherapists, consultants) and to 

physiotherapists who receive a referral for a child with back pain. 

 

3. The Guidance 

 

3.1 Definitions / Glossary 

• Paediatric orthopaedics refers to children aged 0-18 years presenting with 

orthopaedic conditions. 

• Paediatric back pain refers to children aged 0-18 years presenting with pain in 

the cervical, thoracic or lumbar spinal region . 

• Paediatric spinal pain - refers to children aged 0-18 years presenting with pain in 

the cervical, thoracic or lumbar region. 

 

3.2 Ownership and Responsibilities  

 

3.2.1 Role of the Clinical Lead  

The Clinical Lead is responsible for informing the referrers of the correct 

referral pathway. 
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• Referrals will be monitored and compared with this policy and supporting 

guidance, i.e. accepting appropriate referrals and rejecting inappropriate 

referrals. 

• Giving feedback on inappropriate referrals. 

• Teaching referrers how to exclude red flags and ensure appropriate 

referrals. 

 

3.2.2 Role of the Physiotherapy Staff 

All Physiotherapy staff are responsible for:  

• Ensuring the patients are seen by the most appropriate health professional. 

 

3.2.3 Role of Individuals referring patients into the service 

All referrers are responsible for:  

• Excluding the presence of red flags prior to physiotherapy referral. 

• In the presence of red flags, following the referral guidelines 

 

3.3 Clinical Guidance 

 

3.3.1 Paediatric back pain red flags 

 There is an increased likelihood of serious pathology in the under 20-years 

age group. There are a number of red flags specific to paediatric back pain.  

 

3.3.2 Specific Red Flags in Paediatric Population 

 

3.3.2.1 History: 

• Pre-pubertal children especially <5 years. 

• Recurrent or worsening pain causing functional disability 

significantly affecting activities of daily living. 

• Early morning stiffness and/or gelling. 

• Night pain. 

• Fever, weight loss, malaise. 

• Postural changes: kyphosis or scoliosis. 
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3.3.2.2 Examination: 

• Fever, tachycardia. 

• Weight loss, bruising. 

• lymphadenopathy or abdominal mass. 

• Altered spine shape. 

• Vertebral or intervertebral tenderness. 

• Limp or altered gait. 

• Neurological symptoms. 

• Reference: Davis PJC, Williams HJ (2008) ‘The investigation and 

management of back pain in children’, Arch Dis Child Educ Pract 

Ed, vol 93, pp 73-83. 

 

3.3.2.3 Children presenting with any of the red flags above should be referred 

to the Acute Paediatrician Outpatient Service via Maxims referral or 

eRS. NB See note re spinal deformity below (3.4). 

 

3.4 Spinal deformity 

 

3.4.1 Children presenting with possible spinal deformity (scoliosis or 

kyphosis) and with NO other red flags 

 

3.4.1.1 Children presenting with possible scoliosis and NO other red flags 

should have whole spine AP standing X-Rays arranged. If there is 

additional kyphosis (and this clinical information has been included on 

the request), lateral views will also be included as standard. If scoliosis 

is identified, the radiology team will arrange any additional x-rays 

required. 

 

3.4.1.2 If Scoliosis or Kyphosis is identified on X-ray ALL cases should be 

referred to The Paediatric Spinal Deformity Service, Princess 

Elizabeth Orthopaedic Centre, Exeter for their assessment to ensure 

appropriate management depending on curve magnitude shown on X-

Ray. This may be surveillance, physiotherapy, spinal bracing or 

surgical management. 
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3.5 Children who have a known diagnosis of scoliosis (have seen the 

paediatric spinal deformity team) and require physiotherapy input. 

 

Children 0-18 years who have a diagnosis of scoliosis and require physiotherapy 

input should be referred to ‘Physiotherapy - Paediatric Orthopaedic Outpatient 

Service’ via maxims or ERS. 

 

3.6 Children (0-18) with back pain (without spinal deformity and without 

red flags) requiring physiotherapy input. 

 

3.6.1 The referral must state that the patient has been screened for paediatric back 

pain red flags and cleared. 

 

3.6.2 Under the age of 10 years - refer to ‘Physiotherapy - Paediatric Orthopaedic 

Outpatient Service’ via Maxims or eRS. 

 

3.6.3 Age 10 years and over - refer to ‘Physiotherapy - MSK Outpatient Service’ via 

maxims or eRS. Or if your practice has an in-house physiotherapist refer to 

them. 

 

3.7 Flow charts for physiotherapists triaging, assessing and treating 

paediatric back pain.  

To ensure the patient sees the appropriate health care professional at the 

appropriate time see flow charts 1 and 2 below.  
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Flowchart 1 - For physiotherapists working in the Physiotherapy MSK Outpatient Service – Paediatric Back 

Pain Referrals 

 
 Consultant 

GP 

Referral received by 
 Physiotherapy MSK  
Outpatient Service 

Referral contains red flag 
(See Physiotherapy 
 Paediatric Back Pain  
Referral Guideline) 

Triage / referral screened by  
experienced physiotherapist  

Referral suitable for 
assessment 

Child 10 years 
 of age or over 

Child under 
10 years of age 

Child assessed and 
screened for red flags 

Referral not 
accepted 

Red flags 
identified on 
assessment 

Red flags 

excluded 

Send referral to  
Physiotherapy Paediatric  
Orthopaedic Outpatient 

Service via maxims or eRS 
Formulate aims and goals of physiotherapy treatment. 
Commence physiotherapy – frequency as required. 

(Dictate findings to referrer) 

Difficulties regarding compliance/engagement 
with child. Or opinion of specialist paediatric 
orthopaedic physiotherapist wanted. 

At 3 months patient not improving as 
expected – or worsening symptoms.  
 

Email Paediatric Orthopaedic 
Physiotherapy Team RCHT to discuss 
rch-tr.paedsorthophysio@nhs.net  

Patient Improving 

Continue physiotherapy 
treatment until goals achieved 

Discharge when goals achieved 

Inform referrer of 
inappropriate referral 

Refer to Paediatric Orthopaedic Consultant RCHT  
unless red flags developed (refer urgently instead to 
RCHT Consultant Paediatrician Outpatient Service 
via maxims or eRS) 

Refer urgently to 
Consultant 
Paediatrician Outpatient 
Service RCHT via maxims 
or eRS. 

Direct referrer to send referral to  
Acute Consultant Paediatrician 
Outpatient Service, RCHT 
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Flowchart 2 - For physiotherapists working in the paediatric Orthopaedic Outpatient Service 

 

 

Inform referrer that ref is inappropriate 
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4. Related legislation and national and local guidance 

• Referral guidelines for the Paediatric Orthopaedic Physiotherapy Service. 

• Report of Clinical Standards Advisory Group (CSAG) Committee on Back Pain 
(1994). 

5. Training requirements 

Consultant, GP and Health visitor and MSK physiotherapist training days will be 
given as part of the update in paediatric orthopaedic physiotherapy training. 

6. Implementation 

This guideline is on the RMS website which GPs have access to and through this 
they will be notified that the document has been updated. 

7. Monitoring arrangements 

Appropriateness of paediatric back pain referrals received by the physiotherapy 
service will be monitored by the RCHT Paediatric Orthopaedic Physiotherapy Service 
Clinical Lead by comparing each referral received by the Paediatric Orthopaedic 
Physiotherapy Service against this guidance. Feedback will be obtained from MSK 
services within RCHT and CFT regarding appropriateness of referrals. 

 

Information category Detail of process and methodology for monitoring 
compliance 

Element to be monitored Appropriateness of paediatric back pain referrals received 
by the physiotherapy service. 

Lead Clinical Lead – RCHT Paediatric Orthopaedic Physiotherapy 
Service. 

Tool Compare each referral received by the Paediatric 
Orthopaedic Physiotherapy Service against this guidance; 
feedback from MSK services within RCHT and CFT 
regarding appropriateness of referrals. 

Frequency Each referral received will be monitored by Paediatric 
Orthopaedic Physiotherapy Service. Feedback will be 
sought from the MSK departments. 

Reporting arrangements Response to be sent to referrer detailing reasons for return 
of referral. 
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Information category Detail of process and methodology for monitoring 
compliance 

Acting on 
recommendations and 
lead(s) 

Therapy Manager (Outpatients) RCHT or Senior Operational 
Manager – Prevention and Primary Care CFT/RCHT to 
address persistent non-conformance (if identified) with the 
appropriate line managers. 

Change in practice and 
lessons to be shared 

Required changes to practice will be identified and actioned 
within one month.  A lead member of the team will be 
identified to take each change forward where appropriate.  
Lessons will be shared with all the relevant stakeholders. 

 

8. Updating and review 

 

This guideline will be reviewed no less than every 3 years. 

 

9. Equality and diversity 

 

This document complies with the Cornwall Partnership NHS Foundation Trust and 

Royal Cornwall Hospitals NHS Trust equality and diversity statements. The 

statements can be found in the RCHT Equality Diversity And Inclusion Policy and 

CFT Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Statement. 

 

The initial equality impact assessment screening form is at Appendix 1. 

  

https://doclibrary-rcht.cornwall.nhs.uk/DocumentsLibrary/RoyalCornwallHospitalsTrust/HumanResources/EqualityDiversityAndInclusionPolicy.pdf
https://www.cornwallft.nhs.uk/equality-diversity-and-inclusion
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Appendix 1: Equality Impact Assessment Form 

 

Title of clinical guideline or document for assessment: Referral of Children with Back 

Pain to Physiotherapy Services at RCHT and CFT Clinical Guideline V1.1 

Document library section: Therapies/Physiotherapy. 

Is this a new or existing document? Existing. 

Date of assessment: 05/06/2024. 

Person responsible for the assessment: Sarah Harvey, Specialist Paediatric Orthopaedic 

Physiotherapist RCHT. 

What is the main purpose of the document?  

To provide guidance re the appropriate referral of paediatric patients with back pain. 

Who is affected by the document? 

☒ Staff ☒ Patients ☐ Visitors ☐ Carers ☐ Other ☐ All 

 

The document aims to improve access, experience and outcomes for all groups protected 

by the Equality Act 2010. 

Concerns 

Are there concerns that the procedural document could have a differential impact on 

the following areas? 

If a negative impact has been identified, please complete a full EIA by contacting the 

Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion Team. For RCHT please contact rcht.inclusion@nhs.net 

and for CFT please contact cft.inclusion@nhs.net  

 

Concern area Response If yes, what existing evidence 

(either presumed or otherwise) do 

you have for this? 

Age ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Disability ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Sex ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Gender reassignment ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Pregnancy and maternity ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Race ☐ Yes ☒ No  

mailto:rcht.inclusion@nhs.net
mailto:cft.inclusion@nhs.net
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Concern area Response If yes, what existing evidence 

(either presumed or otherwise) do 

you have for this? 

Religion and belief ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Sexual orientation ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Marriage and civil partnership ☐ Yes ☒ No  

Groups at risk of stigma or social 

exclusion such as offenders or 

homeless people 

☐ Yes ☒ No  

Human rights ☐ Yes ☒ No  

 

Are there any associated objectives of the document? If yes, what existing evidence 

(either presumed or otherwise) do you have for this? 

None 

Signature of person completing the equality impact assessment: 

Name: Sarah Harvey, Specialist Paediatric Orthopaedic Physiotherapist RCHT. 

Date: 05/06/2024 


