
Introduction
Patients referred to the SPFT Pain Management Service often present with multiple 
co-morbidities, complex histories, substantial emotional distress, disruption in physical 
and social functioning, and a reduction in quality of life. 

This poses substantial challenges for clinical assessment and management and has led 
to the development of the advanced physiotherapy practitioner in pain management 
(APPPM) role within the Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust Pain Management 
Service.

Advanced clinical practice
APPPMs working within the Pain Management Service need to develop their clinical 
practice beyond what has traditionally been perceived as their role. 

This involves developing a combination of advanced skills, knowledge and attitudes 
to address complex problems and manage risk which is underpinned by a Masters 
level award or equivalent. 

They hold a high degree of autonomy which encompasses clinical practice, leadership 
and management, education and research.

 

Additional responsibilities include:
Investigations and diagnosis:

• Able to identify potential serious pathology and make appropriate onwards referral

• Instigate appropriate investigative tests to aid diagnosis and assessment (i.e. order 
MRI scans, x-rays, bloods etc)

• Understand and interpret test results and act appropriately (including 
communicating findings to patients)

Pharmacotherapy

• Understand the role of medications used to treat pain and the expected benefits 
and limitations 

• Inform patients impartially on the advantages and disadvantages of their 
medication in the context of other management options

• Address individuals’ fears, beliefs and concerns about their medication

• Monitor patient’s response to medication

• Refer for advice about pharmacotherapy, when considered appropriate

All APPPs are encouraged to become non-medical prescribers. 

Injection therapy

• Understand the benefits and limitations of spinal injections, nerve blocks and 
denervations and advise impartially on their advantages and disadvantages in the 
context of other management options

• Refer directly to pain and spinal consultants for consideration of injections, blocks 
and denervations

Specialist knowledge

• Need to demonstrate indicative knowledge that underpins the musculoskeletal 
capabilities

• In addition, need to demonstrate indicative knowledge of pain management as laid 
out in the IASP Curriculum Outline on Pain for Physical Therapy

Managing risk and supporting clinical practice
Since patients present with high levels of uncertainty and risk it is important that 
there are clear standards of capability and competency for the APPPM roles

Our core capabilities and competency framework for specialist pain practitioners is 
based on work commissioned by Health Education England and NHS England and 
draws from the International Association for the Study of Pain curriculum.

The framework sets out a standard for consistent, safe and effective practice. It 
ensures that expert diagnosis, prevention, supported self-management advice, early 
treatment and onwards referral, when needed, is available to anyone presenting to 
a pain management service. In addition, the framework supports shared decision-
making and person-centred care.

The framework ensures that all clinicians know:

• The extent of their autonomy

• The level of accountability for their actions

• The boundaries of their knowledge

To reduce the vulnerability of the pain practitioners within the service and 
ensure safe and effective practice, clear processes have been put in place to 
ensure…

• …that educational and training needs are met

• …that clinical practice is regularly assessed

• …that record keeping is audited

• …that continuing professional development and clinical appraisal is ongoing 
and timely

The interdisciplinary pain team
The APPPM works as part of a multidisciplinary team consisting of:
• Pain consultants

• GPs with a special interest in pain management

• Clinical psychologists

• Cognitive behavioural therapists

• Occupational therapists

• Physiotherapists

The team meets weekly to discuss patient care and formulate a management plan  
for patients. 

The MDT:
• Provides the opportunity to share expertise, knowledge and skills

• Inform practice 

• The opportunity to share the difficulties and challenges that arise with the team

• Forms part of clinical supervision and underpins clinical governance

Resources:
• New Musculoskeletal Core Capabilities Framework 2018 

https://www.skillsforhealth.org.uk/news/latest-news/item/689-new-musculoskeletal-core-capabilities-framework 

• IASP Curriculum Outline on Pain for Physical Therapy 2018. 
https://www.iasp-pain.org/Education/CurriculumDetail.aspx?ItemNumber=2055
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