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Management of Back Pain
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Back pain is a very common complaint, which most of us will suffer
from at some stage in our lives. Most back pain does not have a
serious cause and can come on for no reason.

Being active, improving your general fithess and moving more will help
your back pain.

Your spine is a mobile structure made up of 24 bones stacked on top of
each other. Strong ligaments and muscles hold the joints together in an
'S' shaped curve. This makes your spine strong and flexible so it can
cope with normal daily activities.

When to seek further help:

A very small number of patient's with severe back pain may
develop Cauda Equina Syndrome. This is a very serious
complication. If you develop any of the warning signs, you must
seek emergency medical help immediately.

You may not develop all the following signs and they could develop in
any order

-Loss of feeling or pins and needles between your inner thighs or
genitals. Numbness in or around your back passage-Altered sensation
when wiping yourself with toilet paper

-Increasing difficulty when trying to urinate

-Increasing difficulty in stopping or controlling the flow of urine
-Loss of feeling when you urinate or empty your bowels
-Recent leaking of urine or needing to use pads

-Not knowing if your bladder is full or empty

-Inability to stop a bowel movement or leaking

-Recent changes in either sexual function or loss of sensation in
genitals during sex

If any of these have developed in the last 2 weeks, since having
your back pain, you need to go to your nearest Emergency
Department. You should go when you first notice these new
symptoms.




You can have back pain without damage.

The following section is from the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy leaflet 10 Things
you Need to Know About Your Back

Many factors can cause back pain and often a combination of these are involved.
* Physical factors such as ‘protecting’ the back and avoiding movements

* Psychological factors can contribute to back pain. Fear of damage or not getting
better, feeling down or stressed can make your pain worse

» General health and lifestyle factors like feeling tired and run down. Not getting enough
good quality sleep. Being overweight or not getting enough physical activity.

» Social triggers such as difficult relationships at work or home. Low job satisfaction or
stressful life events, like a family death or iliness.

It is important to know that all pain is 100 per cent real and never ‘all in your head'.
Each of these factors can turn up the volume on your pain. It is important to gain a

greater understanding of when that can happen. This puts you in a stronger position to
recognise them and learn how to turn down the dial again

Keeping active

People with back pain find it beneficial to keep active and move often. Pain can often
increase when you stay in one position too long. Try moving at least every hour and
change your position, even if for a couple of minutes. During a flare up, you may need
to move more often than this. For example, if you sit a lot during the day, stand up at
least once every hour and walk around the room.

Posture

Research has shown that there is not a strong relationship
between posture and back pain. It is more helpful to get up
and move often. It is the length of time that you sit for that is
important, rather than how you sit. Try to get up and move at
least every hour.

Some people may find it helpful to sit in a better position. If
SE sl you think this might be useful, try the following tips:

-Sit in a seat which supports your lower back. You can use a
rolled up towel or a small cushion to provide extra support for
your lower back.

-Avoid soft low chairs and avoid sitting on the edge of a chair
without support.

-Do not cross your legs.

-Lengthen your spine and sit up tall, without over arching your
back or leaning forwards. You should not feel lots of tension in
your back.

Posture can be helpful in managing back pain, but it is more
important to move often




Work

If you have a job that involves sitting for long periods of time, try to get up every hour
and stand or walk around. It may be worth considering a standing desk, so that you
can vary your time between sitting and standing

Try to plan your work if possible, so that you can vary the positions you are getting into

Driving
Try to sit slightly closer to the steering wheel, so that your arms and knees are slightly
bent. A rolled up towel in the lower back can sometimes be comfortable.

Take regular breaks when driving, especially when doing long distances. Stop in a safe
place and walk around for a few minutes.

Lifting

Lifting is often thought to be the cause of back pain, but for the majority of patients, this
is not the case. Whilst occasionally lifting something awkwardly or heavier than you are
used to, may strain or sprain your back, you should not avoid lifting.

Teaching people how to lift in a particular way has not helped in reducing the
occurrence of back pain. Your body knows how to lift and trying to change the way you
lift after years of doing it a certain way may not be helpful. You should increase the
weight you are lifting gradually. This allows your body to get stronger and get used to
lifting heavier weights.

The important factor in lifting is to keep the object as close to you as possible.
When carrying things, it may be more comfortable to use a backpack. This distributes
the load on both shoulders. Make more regular trips such as unloading the shopping
from the car. Use a wheeled suitcase when on holiday.

When carrying children, keep swapping sides. Try to use carriers such as slings or
backpacks or a pram. Avoid carrying the baby in the car seat as this adds extra weight.
Leave the seat in the car. When the child is old enough, encourage them to climb in,
rather than lifting them in to the car.




Housework/ gardening

- Spread out your chores over a few days, you should not try to do everything on one

day

- Vary the tasks that you do. Alternate between different positions and loads on your
back and take regular breaks

- Try to keep upright when hoovering or mopping. Move your feet so that you are not
over reaching. Clean a small area at a time

- When making beds, it can be helpful to kneel down or place one knee on the bed. It
may help to change the beds on different days to spread the load over the week.

- Kneel on your hands and knees or half knee with the other leg bent up when you are

weeding.
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Sleep

Research over the last few years has shown how important
good quality sleep is in managing back pain. This helps to
reduce stress, improves our overall wellbeing and helps us
cope with the pain better

Do have a supportive mattress; this may not mean a hard or
orthopaedic mattress . There is no ideal mattress. You need to
try different ones to feel which is comfortable. It is usually
better to avoid soft, old mattresses.

Sometimes lying on your side with a pillow between your
knees can be more comfortable. Or try lying on your back with
a pillow under your knees.

Easiest way to get out of bed

- Lying on your back, bend your knees and roll onto your side.
- Get up sideways, bringing your feet over the edge of the bed,
at the same time push with your arms and sit up.

- To lie down do the reverse.




During an acute episode of back pain

- It is not unusual for back pain to vary over time and for you to have a flare up of pain
- Try not to panic, most acute back pain will get better by itself if you follow this advice.
- You may need to rest or reduce your normal activities for a few days. Bed rest for
more than 24-48 hours is not helpful. It can stiffen and weaken the muscles and joints
which could prolong your symptoms.

- Try to continue doing your exercises, even if have to reduce the number that you can
do.

- The sooner you get moving the sooner your back will feel better. Build up your
activities. Try to stay at work or go back as soon as possible. If necessary you could
ask to do lighter duties for a week or two.

Heat packs

- Heat can help to relax the muscles and give you some temporary pain relief. Try a hot
water bottle, bath or shower. Make sure the hot water bottle has a cover or wrapped in
a towel and is warm, not hot.

Cold packs

Some people prefer to have something cold on their back. Wrap a bag of frozen peas
in a damp tea towel and sit with this on your back for 10minutes to give you some pain
relief. Do not place the frozen bag on to your skin.

Painkillers

- It may be helpful to take painkillers or anti-inflammatory tablets. If in doubt, check with
a GP or pharmacist first. Painkillers may be helpful in the short term for a flare up, but
they have not been shown to be helpful to take long term and they do not speed up
your recovery. They should only be taken alongside other measure such as exercise .

Relaxation

Feeling stressed or anxious may make your back pain feel worse. Practicing relaxation
techniques may help you to manage your back pain. Try deep breathing exercises,
listening to music or mindfulness

Positions of ease

Some people find the following positions useful to rest in for
short periods of time:

Back
Lie on the floor with your legs resting on a chair or lie with a
towel rolled up supporting the small of your back.
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Side
Lie with a pillow under your knee or between both knees.
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Front
Lie on your tummy or over one or two pillows.
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Improve general fithess

Movement is good for your back. Exercise or activity is the most important thing you
can do to manage your back pain in the long term. Any form of exercise can be
beneficial in managing your pain. Walking, swimming, cycling, going to the gym, yoga,
pilates or tai chi can all help, but there are many other things you can do. Exercise can
be any activity that increases your heart rate so you are a little out of breath. A good
test is if you can still talk. The stronger, fitter and more flexible you are, the better your
spine can cope with the normal demands placed on it.

When you exercise, your body produces more pain relieving hormones. These are
serotonin, endorphins and dopamines. These are your own natural painkillers. Many
people with back pain feel better when they are exercising most days.

It is important to do something that you enjoy, otherwise you are unlikely to keep it up
long term. Your body will produce more of the natural hormones if you are enjoying it at
the same time.

It is important to build up the level of activity, so that your body gets used to doing the
new activity. You may find it useful to set yourself goals to help you with this. Aim to
build up to exercise for between 20 — 30 minutes every day.

Exercises

It is can be helpful to do specific stretches to keep your back flexible. Try to move your
back in all the different directions, though some directions may be more comfortable
than others.

Below are some examples of exercises that may help. We have included different
positions to try moving your back

Start at the level you feel comfortable, with a level of pain you can manage.

These exercises can be done on your bed.

Choose one exercise from each section.

Section 1: Back Arching / Extension

We spend a lot of time bending forwards, so it is good to stretch our backs in the
opposite direction to keep it supple.

Choose one of the following positions to stretch your back.
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option 1
Lying face down, leaning on your elbows/forearms.
Arch the small of your back by pressing your pelvis and

stomach to the floor. Now bend your upper back upwards,
keeping forearms on the floor.
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option 2
Stand straight with feet apart.
Support your back with your hands while bending your back as

far backwards as possible. Keep your knees straight during
the exercise.

Section 2: Back Twisting / Rotation

Our backs can get stiff in this direction when we have back problems. Doing this gentle
stretch helps the back to move more.

Choose from one of the following positions:
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option 1
Lying on your back with knees together and bent.

Slowly roll your knees from side to side keeping your upper
trunk still.

!
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option 2
Lying on your back with one leg bent.

Bring your bent knee over the other leg and push your knee
against the floor with the opposite hand. Then reach with the
other arm to the opposite side looking in the same direction.
You will feel the stretching in your lower back and bottom.
Hold approx. 20  secs. - relax.




Section 3: Back Bending / Flexion

We often avoid bending when we have back pain but this is not helpful. If we lose this
movement it can become painful. Stretching into this movement can ease pain.

Choose from one of the following positions:
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option 1

Lying with your knees bent and feet on the floor/bed. Lift your
knees towards your chest.

Place your hands behind both knees and pull them towards
your chest.
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option 2
Sit with your feet firmly on the floor.

Round your back and bend forward, keeping your neck and
shoulders relaxed.

©Physiotools

option 3
Crawling position.

Arch your spine upwards while letting your head relax between
your arms.
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option 4
Stand.

Round your back and bend forward, keeping your head and
shoulders relaxed.




Section 4: Back Strengthening

It is important to try to keep your back strong. Try these exercises below, starting at the
level you feel comfortable. Build up to doing all of them. Decide on the number of
repetitions you feel comfortable doing, even if it's a few to start with. Build up to 3 sets
of 10 with a short rest between sets. You may then be able to progress to the next
level.

level 1
Lying on your back with knees bent and arms by your side.
Tighten your stomach muscles. Press the small of your back

against the floor letting your bottom rise. Hold 5  secs.-
relax.
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level 2
Lying on your back with knees bent and feet on the floor.
Lift your pelvis and lower back (gradually vertebra by vertebra)

off the floor. Hold the position. Lower down slowly returning to
starting position.
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Sit to stand
Sitting with your arms crossed.
Stand up and then sit down slowly on a chair. (This can be

made easier and more difficult by changing the height of the
chair)
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So remember:

-You should try to keep active and return to your normal activities and work as soon as
you can.

-Doing some general exercise to keep you fit and strong may help your back pain.
-Doing some specific exercises to help strengthen your spine may help your back pain

-Try not to worry about your back pain as being anxious may make your back pain feel
worse.

-Practise relaxation techniques




For further information

Please email ghnt.newcastlegatesheadtims@nhs.net, ring on 0191 2138800 or visit our website
at: www.tims.nhs.uk which provides online guidance and support on managing your
musculoskeletal (MSK) condition effectively.

The NHS website also provides trusted online information and guidance on all aspects of health
and healthcare to help you manage your condition and/or inform your choices about your health:
www.nhs.uk.

Useful links

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) can offer on-the-spot advice and information about
the NHS. You can contact them on freephone 0800 032 02 02 or e-mail
northoftynepals@nhct.nhs.uk.

Further Information

Some useful websites to look at:

10 things you need to know about your back available at: 10 things you need to
know about your back | The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy (csp.org.uk)

So you have back pain? Your guide to back pain and what you can do about it,
available at Start-Patient-Leaflet-1-black-and-white.pdf (keele.ac.uk)

Dr Mike Evans YouTubeVideo Low Back Pain available at
https://youtu.be/BOjTegn9RuY ?si=3c80FYPPNtv-rTIm

The Single Most Important Thing You Can Do For Your Stress available at 90:10
The Single Most Important Thing You Can Do For Your Stress (youtube.com)

Back Pain Information Booklet Versus Arthritis available at: Versus Arthritis back
pain information booklet

Understand and manage your back pain available at :Home (mybackpain.org.au)
NHS advice about healthy living available at: Live Well - NHS (www.nhs.uk)

Fitness Studio exercise videos available at - Fitness Studio exercise videos - NHS
(www.nhs.uk)
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