


Musculoskeletal Pathway Information
Red Flags:

MSK Red Flags for people with back pain but the underlying concept can be applied more broadly in the search for serious underlying pathology in any pain presentation.
These are factors that would increase the probability that any particular MSK symptom could have a serious cause. Many diagnoses are missed because they are either not considered to be likely or are not considered at all. As diagnosticians we use the law of probability all the time. Please note this list is not exclusive and is intended as a guide for clinical management.
What are they?

Features, signs and symptoms in a patient with back pain which may indicate serious spinal pathology
Features

· Previous history malignancy (however long ago)

· Age <16 or >50 with NEW onset pain

· Weight loss (unexplained)

· Previous longstanding steroid use

· Recent serious illness

· Recent significant infection

Signs

· Saddle anaesthesia

· Reduced anal tone

· Hip or knee weakness

· Generalised neurological deficit

· Progressive spinal deformity

· Urinary retention

Symptoms

· Non-mechanical pain (worse at rest)

· Thoracic pain

· Fevers/ rigors

· General malaise

· Urinary retention

How to identify

· High index of suspicion

· Majority of information in history

· Simple inspection of back with movement

· Simple neurological examination

· Heel/ toe walk, squat
Cord Compression – (if suspected refer to the emergency department)

Back pain with any combination of;
· Leg weakness

· Limb numbness

· Ataxia

· Urinary retention (with overflow)

· Hyper-reflexia

· Extensor plantars

· Clonus
Cauda Equina – (if suspected refer to the emergency department)
Back pain with any combination of;
· Bilateral leg pain

· Urinary retention

· Perianal sensory loss

· Erectile dysfunction

· Reduced anal tone

Rheumatological Red Flags – the following may suggest acute inflammatory arthritis which should be referred to an urgent rheumatology clinic:
· Age < 40

· Family history of inflammatory spinal disease

· Other associated factors: e.g. history of iritis, psoriasis or inflammatory bowel disease
· Symmetrical joint pains several weeks or more (i.e. more than 1 joint)

· Morning stiffness lasting 30 minutes or more

· Joint pains effecting the small joints (i.e. hands / wrists / feet / ankles)

· Rheumatoid factor positive or CCP positive (both indicative of Rheumatoid arthritis / inflammatory arthritis / Connective tissue disorder)

· Weight loss / night pain / anorexia / bone pain / night sweats would be others which indicate inflammatory/systemic causes

 

The above are based on local and NICE guidelines. 
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