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(GBD) Study Data Input Tool [2] (cause: low back 
pain, neck pain; location: China). This revealed 
that the neck pain incidence estimates are based 
upon four studies, and the low back pain esti-
mates are based upon eight studies. Critically, 
none of these studies measured incidence. Some 
of the studies measured prevalence, but there is 
only low back pain prevalence data for the years 
1991, 1992, 2001, 2002, 2006, 2007 and 2009, 
and neck pain prevalence data for 1993, 2001, 
2009 and 2011.

Providing estimates and projections for back 
and neck pain incidence over a 40-year period 
where there are no primary studies seems prob-
lematic. While the authors acknowledge the 
limitations of relying upon modelled data from 
GBD 2019, they do not make it explicit to read-
ers that there are no primary incidence data and 
very limited prevalence data to inform the GBD 
estimates or their projections.

Understanding the global burden of low back 
pain and neck pain is challenging, as the data 
we have from China (and many other countries) 
are limited. In our opinion, it would be more 
informative for readers if the authors had stated 
that the burden of low back pain and neck pain 
in China is largely unknown, as we have very lit-
tle prevalence data and no incidence data. Lack 
of primary data to inform GBD estimates is not 
confined to spinal pain and China. There are 
low back pain prevalence studies for only 103 
of the 204 countries in the 2017 Global Burden 
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Dear Editor:

We read with interest the recent paper ‘Time 
Trends in the Incidence of Spinal Pain in China, 
1990 to 2019 and Its Prediction to 2030: The 
Global Burden of Disease Study 2019′ [1]. The 
authors present estimates for the age-standard-
ized incidence of neck pain and low back pain 
in China from 1990 to 2019, and projections for 
2020 to 2030. We have concerns that there are 
insufficient primary incidence studies to justify 
these estimates and projections.

To locate the primary data underpinning the 
estimates, we used the Global Burden of Disease 
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of Disease study and incidence data for 4 of 204 
countries [3]. Presenting estimates at a subna-
tional level, as some have done, makes the prob-
lem worse [4, 5]. Therefore, it is easy to under-
stand the challenges in having sufficient data 
in GBD studies to present modelled estimates.

There is a pressing need for more high-quality 
primary research measuring the prevalence and 
incidence of low back pain and neck pain. Cur-
rently, the GBD estimates for low back pain and 
neck pain prevalence in China are based upon 
a very small number of studies, which makes 
the estimates very uncertain. There are no inci-
dence studies for China, so incidence estimates 
are even more of a concern.
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