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DTA Programme(s): please tick which DTA programme(s) this project relates to: 
DTA Applied Biosciences for Health (Healthy Ageing) 

Project title The delivery and evaluation of COPD-specific pain education in 
pulmonary rehabilitation 

Project description: please provide a brief description, using the headings given below, of the project 
(max. 450 words) which will used as part of the advertising material and will be placed in the public 
domain. Please also indicate whether there are any confidentiality/sensitivity/IP issues of the research 
which should not be made publicly available.  

I. Scientific excellence 
COPD is characterised by breathless but pain prevalence is also higher in individuals with COPD (66%) 
compared to older adults (23%) with thoracic pain most frequently reported (36-54%). Pain appears to 
have a musculoskeletal component which likely stems from altered breathing mechanics in response to 
increased ventilation. People with COPD and healthcare professionals also emphasise the emotional 
element of pain, which increases breathless symptoms. A pain intervention that highlights the 
interactive relationship between experiences of pain, dyspnoea and anxiety may help patients 
rationalise how these symptoms interact in COPD.  
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II. Clear aim and hypothesis 
1. Develop a COPD-specific pain intervention. 
2. Assess the feasibility and effect of delivering COPD-specific pain education in pulmonary 
rehabilitation. 

III. Methodology and innovations 
Stage 1. Development of a COPD specific pain intervention 
1. Conduct a review of the literature and combine findings from existing systematic reviews 
2. Triangulate the existing evidence   
 
Stage 2. Assessing the feasibility and effect of delivering COPD-specific pain education 
1. Pilot a randomised controlled trial (RCT) 
2. Investigate the views of patients and healthcare providers on COPD-specific pain education. 
 
Individuals with COPD who report pain will be randomly assigned to receive 1. COPD-specific pain 
education delivered within pulmonary rehabilitation or 2. standard pulmonary rehabilitation. Health 
care professionals responsible for delivering pulmonary rehabilitation will provide the intervention 
following adequate training.  
 
The candidate will select appropriate outcome measures that will likely include: pain, pain 
catastrophising, hyperventilation, thoracic-abdominal asynchrony and respiratory muscle strength. 
Exercise capacity and health-related quality of life are routinely collected in pulmonary rehabilitation.  
 
Interviews or focus groups will be conducted with patients and healthcare professions to explore the 
acceptability of the intervention.  
 

IV. Strategic relevance 
This research fits within the Rehabilitation Center in the SOHSC at Teesside University. It aligns with 
work currently being undertaken by PhD and DTA students within the school exploring pain, balance 
and gait. It enables collaboration with international colleagues in Australia and Canada who are 
exploring pain in people with COPD. There maybe future opportunities to work with web-developers to 
delivery COPD-specific pain education remotely, we can support this through the Healthcare 
Innovation Center and links with local SMEs.  
 

V. Interdisciplinarity and fit with relevant DTA programme 
People with COPD tend to be aged over 65 years. COPD can be viewed as an accelerated form of 
aging, for example they have more advanced skeletal muscle dysfunction than older adults without 
COPD and possess a higher number of co-morbidities. This project draws together expertise in COPD, 
pulmonary rehabilitation, pain, physiology and psychology to develop and pilot a complex intervention 
focused on addressing the issue of pain in older adults with COPD.  
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Lay summary (max 200 words) to be used for reference as part of the selection process where non-
specialists are involved 
Breathlessness is common in Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) but 66% also experience 
pain. Most pain occurs in the region between the neck and the stomach and is likely caused by 
breathlessness provoking muscle tension. People with COPD and healthcare professionals suggest that 
pain also leads to anxiety increasing breathlessness. COPD-specific pain education, which highlights 
the relationship between pain, breathlessness and anxiety, may help people with COPD to rationalise 
how these symptoms interact.  
 
This research involves 1. the development of COPD-specific pain education and 2. an investigation into 
the delivery of COPD-specific pain education and its benefits.  
To meet aim 1 the candidate will review previous literature in this area. 
To meet aim 2 COPD-specific pain education will be delivered within pulmonary rehabilitation which is 
standard care for people with COPD. Individuals with COPD and pain will be randomly assigned to 
receive pulmonary rehabilitation with COPD-specific pain education or without. We will compare the 
groups to see if the intervention reduces pain. We will also measure factors such as the efficiency of the 
muscles involved in breathing to investigate why any improvement in pain occurs. The views of patients 
and healthcare providers on the intervention will be explored in interviews. 
 
 
Industrial/Employer placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any external 
placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the project 
N/A 
 
International placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any potential 
international placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the project 
We would approach Dr Lotte Janssen who is an exercise physiologist and Associate Professor at 
University of Hasselt in Belgium. She has published work looking at thoracic pain in people with COPD 
and the associations with respiratory muscle dysfunction. We have spoken previously about 
collaboration. She could potentially provide expertise and training in measures of respiratory muscle 
efficiency.  
We are currently collaborating with academics at the Sint Maartenskliniek Clinic, Nijmegan, 
Netherlands where the Nijmegen Questionnaire assessing hyperventilation was developed. It would be 
useful to link with these academics to explore further any potential link between hyperinflation and pain 
in people with COPD. 
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Scientific, economic and societal impact of the project 
This work will primarily benefit clinician researchers working with people with COPD and in particular 
those whose work is focused around the delivery of pulmonary rehabilitation. Knowledge gleaned will 
inform a COPD-specific pain management intervention which can be delivered by health care providers 
working within pulmonary rehabilitation. Such an intervention may improve completion of pulmonary 
rehabilitation, which subsequently reduces the risk of hospital admissions and mortality, and reduce the 
use of medication and healthcare services for painful symptoms. This translates to a considerable cost 
saving in the NHS and other health services. This work will promote the importance of attending to pain 
in pulmonary rehabilitation and promote further research in this area as currently pain management 
does not appear in the international guidelines for pulmonary rehabilitation. Patients with COPD will 
benefit from the recognition that pain in a common symptom and that the considerable challenges 
they face are not only confined to respiratory function (aka dyspnoea) but rather the secondary issues 
which develop as a consequence of breathlessness, ageing and multi-morbidity.  
Additional admissions requirements: please state if there are any specific admissions requirements for 
this project i.e. subject specific degree qualifications or disciplines, relevant skills, experience etc 
Applicants should hold or expect to obtain a good honours degree (2.1 or above) or Masters level 
qualification in physiotherapy, psychology, nursing, occupational therapy, sports science, physiology or 
closely related discipline. The successful applicants will have a demonstrable understanding of 
intervention delivery and clinical measurement. Experience working with clinical populations and/or 
older adults would be advantageous.  

 

 


