
 
 

UNRAVELING THE LINK BETWEEN PAIN COGNITIONS AND 
QUALITY OF LIFE IN SPINE-RELATED PAIN 
Insights and interventions 

WOUTER VAN BOGAERT 

 

PUBLIC PHD DEFENCE FOR THE DEGREE OF  
DOCTOR IN REHABILITATION SCIENCES AND PHYSIOTHERAPY 
 

 

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 16TH 2022 AT 18:00 
AUDITORIUM 4, CAMPUS JETTE 

 

 
SUPERVISORS 

 
EXAM COMMISSION 

Prof. dr. Jo Nijs (VUB) 
Prof. dr. Ronald Buyl (VUB) 
Prof. dr. Iris Coppieters (VUB) 
Prof. dr. Koen Putman (VUB) 
Dr. Eva Huysmans (VUB) 

 
 
 
 
 

Prof. dr. Kurt Barbé (VUB) – chair 
Prof. dr. Eva Swinnen (VUB) 
Prof. dr. Enrique Lluch Girbès (VUB) 
Prof. dr. Mark Pazier (UHasselt) 
Dr. Annick De Paepe (UGent) 

 

  

 
 
 

Please confirm your presence before 9/11 HERE.  
 Click HERE to join online. 

Click HERE to register your license plate for parking. 
 

 

  

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=qHxbaagtRUWi2kLQN4TlhX5W4c2WkVVFj3E2gsZE1rhUNlBXSVIwUDUwUVRYVjNYUzhSSktNNjRUWS4u
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/meetup-join/19%3ameeting_YjNjNjVlZGEtN2Q4ZC00OTJhLWE4ZjQtYmUwNTUxYmZiMGU1%40thread.v2/0?context=%7b%22Tid%22%3a%22695b7ca8-2da8-4545-a2da-42d03784e585%22%2c%22Oid%22%3a%227855e462-1ff6-4317-bf2c-5bd43b2213c9%22%7d
https://ivisit.vub.be/Event/Home/Register/38431580-0590-4755-a997-991a6168920c


ABSTRACT OF THE RESEARCH 
  

Spinal pain is a prevalent condition affecting up to 80% of the global population. Additionally, a large subgroup of people with low 
back pain also report associated leg pain (i.e., lumbar radiculopathy). Such spine-related pain conditions substantially impact patients’ 
health-related quality of life. In recent years, pain neuroscience education (PNE) combined with either surgery or cognition-targeted 
exercise therapy has been shown to effectively improve health-related quality of life in this population. PNE specifically targets 
maladaptive pain cognitions (e.g., kinesiophobia, pain catastrophizing, and hypervigilance), which are known to facilitate the 
development of disability and chronic pain. However, currently, not much is known regarding the influence of these cognitions on 
health-related quality of life in people with spine-related pain. Therefore, the central aim of this thesis is to investigate the influence 
of pain cognitions on health-related quality of life in different subgroups of people with spine-related pain. Specifically, it provides 
insight into the direct relationship between pain cognitions and health-related quality of life, as well as the influence of these 
cognitions on the effect of the established PNE-based treatment strategies.  
 
Part one of this thesis is a systematic review summarizing the current evidence on the predictive value of preoperative pain 
cognitions, particularly fear-avoidance beliefs, on postoperative health-related quality of life following surgery for lumbar 
degenerative disease. However, only limited or mixed evidence was found, indicating the need for continuous research regarding 
this relationship.  
 
Part two comprises two cross-sectional studies detailing original research investigating the direct relationship between pain 
cognitions and health-related quality of life in people with spine-related pain. The first study describes the difference in health-
related quality of life between the general population and people with lumbar radiculopathy scheduled for surgery. Additionally, it 
found significant associations between patients’ pain cognitions and this difference in health-related quality of life. The second study 
relates the interactions between pain cognitions, pain intensity, sex, and pressure pain thresholds to health-related quality of life in 
people with chronic spinal pain. This study confirmed the negative relationship between pain cognitions and health-related quality 
of life and describes how patients’ pain cognitions have an adverse effect on their physical health-related quality of life via a negative 
influence on their pain experience.  
 
Part three includes three longitudinal studies investigating the role of pain cognitions in the treatment effect of several interventions 
on health-related quality of life in people with spine-related pain. Specifically, the first study identified kinesiophobia as a significant 
moderator for the effect of PNE combined with cognition-targeted exercises on patients’ mental health-related quality of life. 
Similarly, the second study describes kinesiophobia moderating the treatment effect of perioperative PNE on health-related quality 
of life in people undergoing surgery for lumbar radiculopathy. The third study assessed the mediating role of pain cognitions in the 
treatment effect of perioperative PNE in this population. This study found that pain catastrophizing significantly mediates this 
treatment effect on physical health-related quality of life, indicating that favorable changes in patients’ catastrophizing thoughts 
following PNE positively influence their long-term physical health-related quality of life.  
 
Part four proposes a trial protocol introducing perioperative PNE in at-risk patients undergoing surgery for lumbar radiculopathy. It 
describes a preoperative screening of potential pain-related risk factors, including maladaptive degrees of pain catastrophizing and 
kinesiophobia, to identify patients at risk for unfavorable surgical outcomes. As perioperative PNE aims to address maladaptive 
cognitions, patients receiving this educational therapy will potentially benefit more and show a greater improvement in health-
related quality of life than those receiving a biomedical-focused education. 
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