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Abstract

Background: Sciatica is a significant global health burden with a lifetime incidence estimated between 13% and
40%. In our study, we assessed the online health interest in sciatica and lower back pain. Material and methods:
Google Trends, Wikipedia statistics and PubMed data were used to gauge the online public interest in sciatica
and lower back pain. Results: In the years 2015-2019 the Wikipedia page about sciatica has ranked high in all four
categories it was included in, thus demonstrating that sciatica is a significant concern for the public. Wikipedia
pages about sciatica and low back pain had a respectively 28% and 90% increase in views from July 2015 to March
2019. In the last eleven years (2008-2019) Google Trends demonstrates that sciatica has had a 2-fold increase in
search frequency worldwide on the web, a 6-fold increase on YouTube and a 3-fold increase on Google images.
In contrast, scientific interest in sciatica is low (only 140 PubMed publications in 2018). Conclusions: People have
a relatively high and increasing online interest concerning sciatica and back pain. As a response, we suggest that
hospital staff clearly provide reliable and understandable information to their patients concerning sciatica and
lower back pain treatment.
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Introduction tion [1-2]. Google is the world’s most popular search

engine which produces a significant portion of online

Majority of patients use online resources such as  searches for information about diseases. Both these
Wikipedia and a Google search to learn more about  platforms collect and publish statistics on user search
their illnesses. Wikipedia, a free online encyclopedia, traffic and this information may be used for analy-
is one of the leading sources of healthcare informa- sis. Additionally, PubMed is an online database that
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used to estimate the scientific output on a particu-
lar topic. So far, studies have been conducted using
these platforms to assess the overall trends of several
neurological diseases including epilepsy and multiple
sclerosis [3-5].

However, these online tools have not yet been
used to assess the online search trends for sciatica.
Hippocrates first published about “sciatic pain” more
than two thousand years ago, whereas in the early
20th century Harvey Cushing helped to establish sur-
gical treatments for this condition. Today, sciatica is
a significant global health burden with a lifetime in-
cidence estimated between 13% and 40% [6]. Given
its high incidence, our aim was to assess the popula-
rity of sciatica online using Google Trends, Wikipedia
and PubMed publication data [7-8].

Wikipedia findings

Over the last full five years, (2015-2019) the Wiki-
pedia article on sciatica has ranked high in all of the 4
categories it was included in: it ranked first under Symp-
toms and signs: musculoskeletal system, first under Or-
thopedic problems, first under Pain and second under
Peripheral nervous system disorders. Considering that
Wikipedia is the number one source for health infor-
mation for patients and health care professionals, this
demonstrates that sciatica is a significant concern for
the public [1]. Sciatica not only seems to be more of a
concern compared to other neurological disorders, like
trigeminal neuralgia or neuropathic pain, but it is the
most commonly searched topic in the vast category of

“pain.” Furthermore, Wikipedia page views on sciatica
and low back pain show a 28% and 90% increase re-

Methods and materials spectively from July 2015 to March 2019.
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The Wikipedia Massviews tool was used to assess
the objective popularity of sciatica in the following 4
categories it was indexed under: symptoms and signs:
musculoskeletal system, orthopedic problems, pain,
and peripheral nervous system disorders. Sciatica was
searched (as a medical condition) on Google Trends
for the last full eleven years (2008-2019). PubMed re-
sults were used to estimate the number of scientific
articles on sciatica for the year 2018 the following key-
words were searched: “sciatica,” “low back pain” and

“leg pain AND lumbar AND 2018.”
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Google findings

In the last full eleven years (2008-2019) Google
Trends shows that sciatica (as a medical condition)
had a 2-fold increase in search frequency worldwide
on the web, a 6-fold increase on YouTube and a 3-fold
increase on Google images. Lower back pain (as a di-
sorder) exhibited a similar trend with a 2-fold increase
in search frequency worldwide on the web, 8-fold in-
crease on YouTube (see Figure 1) and a 3-fold increase
on Google images from the same time period.

Multiple sclerosis

Figure 1. YouTube searches for sciatica, low back pain and multiple sclerosis from 2008 to 2019



PubMed findings

2018 PubMed statistics show that scientific interest
in sciatica is low. Search query sciatica returned 140
articles. The combined search terms leg pain, lumbar
and 2018 return 406 results. The results are slightly
higher for low back pain (2,218 publications). This mi-
ght suggest that scientists are more concerned of the
problem of low back pain than sciatica, however, the
varying definitions of sciatica in literature do not allow
a reliable comparison of the real burden of sciatica and
low back pain [9]. Nevertheless, both conditions garner
a lower scientific interest when compared to another
neurological condition such as multiple sclerosis (4,817
articles) as seen on Figure 1. Multiple sclerosis faced
a 29% decrease of in-web searches, a 54% decrease
on YouTube and a 20% decrease on Google Images be-
tween 2008 and 2019. Notably, multiple sclerosis has
a far lower prevalence than sciatica or back pain.

We found that there is an overwhelming increase
in public interest on sciatica and low back pain. This
finding is novel as we could not find any published stu-
dy describing this trend. Perhaps this is due to the fact
that online tools such as Massviews have only recently
been available to highlight these trends.

Although effective medical, surgical and alternati-
ve treatment methods are available for sciatica, it is
important for physicians to be aware of this pervasive
condition as there is still a lack of evidence concerning
the optimal treatment of lumbar disc-induced sciatica
[10]. From an economic standpoint, presenteeism due
to sciatica may deteriorate productivity in the wor-
kplace and undermine a country's economy [11].

There is miscommunication between patients and
surgeons in regards to sciatica treatment [12]. One
study found that patients felt that they were not given
enough information by their surgeon regarding lumbar
decompressive surgery to treat sciatica. However, the
surgeons considered that they had expressed sufficient
information. Due to the perceived knowledge gap, pa-
tients sought medical information from family, friends
and the internet [12]. Notably, the topic “disc hernia-
tion” (a common cause of sciatica) yields low quality
videos on YouTube [13-14]. Moreover, several studies
show that the online information about neurological
and neurosurgical diseases is too difficult for patients
to understand [15-17]. Various treatments for sciatica
have been recommended including bed rest, physical
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therapy, spinal manipulation and lumbar discectomy
[18-20]. Given the broad spectrum of treatment options
and the current online interest in sciatica, it would be
beneficial if the scientific community provided reliable
and reader-friendly information for the public.

Limitations of the analysis

Google accounted for 92% of the search engine
market share worldwide from 2009 to 2018. Thus abo-
ut 8% of the searches conducted on other search engi-
nes (i.e. DuckDuckGo, Bing, Yahoo!, Baidu, Yandex RU
and Sogu) were not analyzed with Google Trends [21].

The definition of sciatica may differ among informa-
tion-seekers. Even among physicians the exact definition
of sciatica differs. Some researchers define sciatica as leg
pain that extends from the back yet others restrict it to
pain from specifically the lumbar nerve root [9].

The exact location and demographics of the incre-
ased online interest in sciatica could not be determi-
ned as it was not available from the platforms analyzed.
Future studies may assess the age, gender, location or
education level of information-seekers to pinpoint in
exactly which populations saw an increase in sciatica.

Our study highlights that modern online tools may
offer concerning public health information-seeking
behavior in neurology and neurosurgery. Objective
online metrics used in our paper have revealed that
sciatica and back pain garner relatively high online
interest. We suggest that hospital staff clearly highli-
ght the causes, pathophysiology, diagnosis and mana-
gement of sciatica in an easy to understand way via
in-hospital leaflets, online materials and public rela-
tions work. We encourage physicians to be mindful of
the high public interest in sciatica to mediate patient
expectations regarding their prognosis and sciatica
treatment options.
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