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Recently, I've written to you with summaries of research studies that have examined how neck pain affects standing balance. It is becoming quite clear that neck pain is associated with balance disturbances. One complicating factor of studying this association is the fact that balance and gait speed are known to decline as we age. The purpose of this study was to see whether or not neck pain caused disturbances in postural control and gait speed over and above what would be expected with age.

Methods

All the subjects were women over the age of 65. 20 subjects had neck pain, and 20 were with out neck pain. The group with neck pain had to have pain for greater than three months duration, with a score of at least 10 out of 100 on the Neck Disability Index (and DI). Exclusion criteria included taking more than four medications, a history falling, recent lower extremity surgery, inner ear pathology, stroke, head injury, diabetes, neurological or vestibular pathology, arthritis requiring active management, those on pain management, or acute lower extremity injuries.

Two self-reported measures were used, and the VAS and the NDI. The modified CTSIB was used to assess balance, in both comfortable and narrow stance. The amount of body sway was measured under each condition using a force platform. Gait variables were measured over 10 m at a self-selected walking speed, with head held straight ahead and walking while turning the head side to side. Time, number strides, cadence, stride length, and gait cycle duration were the variables collected.

Results

There are no differences between the groups with regard to age or comorbidities. The neck pain group had a significantly higher NDI and were taking more medications than the control group. Several differences in balance were noted between the neck pain group and the control group: sway in the AP direction in comfortable stance with the eyes closed on a firm surface, eyes open on a soft surface in the AP direction, and in the ML direction in narrow stance with eyes open on a firm surface. Significant differences were found between the groups for the following gait parameters: time to complete the test, and cadence when walking with head turns. The neck pain group took a longer time to complete the walk and used slower steps, and also had a significantly longer gait cycle duration both with and without head turns.

Clinical relevance

· It appears that neck pain causes impaired balance and slower walking speed in elderly individuals beyond what would be expected given their age.

· Poor balance and slowness of gait have been recognized as risk factors for falls.

· Treatment aimed at improving neck pain has been shown to improve postural sway.
· We don’t know yet whether or not reducing neck pain will increase gait speed.
· Since neck pain increases postural sway, and slows gait speed, managing the neck pain may be an important strategy in reducing the risk for falls in the elderly.

