BACK PAIN

I

f your back aches, you are not alone.  Four out of five adults experience at least one bout of back pain at some time during their lifetime.  In fact, low back pain is the fifth leading cause of trips to the doctor in the United States.
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Back pain can occur for no apparent reason and at any point on your spine.  The most common site for pain is your lower back because it bears the most weight and stress.

[image: image2.png]


Most back pain disappears with home treatment and self-care.  In rare cases, back pain can signal a serious medical problem.  Seek a doctor immediately if your pack pain:


· Feels constant or intense, especially at night.

· Spreads down one or both legs. 
· Causes weaknesses, numbness or tingling in one or both legs.

· Causes new bowel or bladder problems.

· Is associated with abdominal pain or pulsation (throbbing).

· Is the result of a fall or blow to your back.

· Is accompanied by unexplained weight loss.

· Also see your doctor if you are older than age 50 or have a history of back pain or cancer.

Prevention

To keep your back healthy and strong:

· Exercise.  Regular aerobic activities that do not strain or jolt your back can increase strength and endurance in your lower back, allowing your muscles to function better.  These aerobic exercises include walking, swimming or biking.  Talk to your doctor about which activity is best for you.

· Build muscle strength and flexibility.  Conditioned abdominal and back muscles work together like a natural corset for your back.  Flexibility in your hips and upper legs allows for proper pelvic bone alignment, which improves how your back feels.  Doing several simple exercises on a regular basis can help support and align your back.

· Quit smoking.  Smokers have diminished oxygen levels in their spinal tissues, which can hinder the healing process.

· Maintain a healthy weight.  Being overweight puts strain on your back muscles.  If you are overweight, trimming down can prevent back pain.In addition, use proper body mechanics in everyday activities:

· Stand smart.  Maintain a neutral pelvic position.  If you must stand for long periods of time, alternate placing your feet on a low footstool to take some of the load off your lower back.

· Sit smart.  Choose a seat with good lower back support, armrests and a swivel base.  Consider placing a pillow or rolled towel in the small of your back to maintain its normal curve.  Keep your knees and hips level.

· Lift smart.  Let your legs do the work.  Move straight up and down.  Keep your back straight and bend only at the knees.  Hold the load close to your body.  Avoid lifting and twisting simultaneously.  Find a lifting partner if the object is heavy or awkward.

· Sleep smart.  People with back pain have commonly been told to use a firm mattress, but a recent study indicates that they may sleep even better on a medium-firm mattress.  Use pillows for support, but do not use a pillow that forces your neck up at a severe angle.

Self-care

These steps can help you treat back pain at home:

· Keep moving.  Prolonged bed rest is not a good idea for back pain.  Light activity speeds healing and recovery.  If your back hurts, stop the aggravating activities, but try to keep up activities that aren’t painful.

· Apply cold, then heat.  Sources of heat and cold, such as a hot bath and hot or cold compresses, can soothe sore and inflamed muscles.  Use cold treatment first.  Immediately after injuring your back, apply ice several times a day, for up to 20 minutes at a time.  Put the ice in a bag, then wrap the bag in a cloth or towel to keep a thin barrier between the ice and your skin.  Use ice for as long as spasms persist.  After spasms and acute pain subside, you can apply heat from a heating pad or heat lamp to help loosen tight muscles.  Limit each heat application to 20 minutes.

· Use pain relievers.  Over-the-counter pain relievers such as Tylenol may help control pain.  Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs such as aspirin and ibuprofen also can reduce inflammation, swelling and stiffness.

· Consider limited use of a support brace of corset.  Braces and corsets are available over the counter at pharmacies and medical supply stores.  Your doctor also may prescribe a brace customized for your back.  It is best to use a brace or corset only for short periods or during back-straining activities.
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