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Royal Alexandra Hospital (RAH) Spine Assessment Clinic  

Guideline for Referral 

The RAH Spine Assessment Clinic includes triage and assessment by Nurse Practitioners 
and Spine Surgeons to determine if surgery is warranted 

 Primary care assessment and treatment prior to referral 

For radicular symptoms without significant weakness, conservative treatments should be 
tried for three months prior to a referral.   

Conservative treatments can include non-opioid pharmacotherapy, injections (facet, nerve 
root block and epidural), physiotherapy, massage, acupuncture, water rehabilitation, core 
strengthening, pain management, weight loss, smoking cessation, and therapeutic 
exercise. 

Typically referrals are not warranted for lower back pain in the setting of degenerative disc 
disease in the absence of extremity numbness, tingling, weakness or instability.   
 
 

Reasons for referral  

Reasons for a referral include neurologic symptoms such as radiculopathy, neurogenic 
claudication and myelopathy.  A referral may also be sent in absence of neurological 
symptoms for conditions such as osteomyelitis, fractures, cancer, spinal instability, or non-
urgent tumor. 

The RAH Spine Assessment Clinic care team does not provide conservative treatment, 
prescriptions, or second opinions. If a second opinion is requested, please directly contact 
a Spine Surgeon at their office. 
 
 

How to refer  

When referring please send a detailed letter including: onset of symptoms, traumatic or 
inciting incidents, functional impairments, frequency and duration of conservative 
treatments, neurological exam findings including sensory, motor, and reflexes. Every 
patient requires advanced imaging within the last year (if unable to obtain a MRI a CT is 
adequate). If suspect a non-osteoporotic fracture, cancer or osteomyelitis, please consider 
emergent workup or direct communication with the surgeon on call.   

Please ensure the patient is agreeable to referral and possible surgery. 
 
 

Follow up from Spine Assessment Clinic 

A referral will be triaged by a Nurse Practitioner and the patient will be contacted by our 
clinic by phone.  Initial contact may range from one to 16 weeks.  

 
Clinical Pearls 

 On average, 24 per cent of referrals warrant a surgical consult with the Spine Assessment Clinic.  

 Symptomatic disc protrusion often resolves in 6-9 months 

 Degree of pain is often a poor surgical indicator 
 


