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What Causes Back Pain?
There are many causes of back pain. The most  
common are:

Bulging discs.

Pinched nerves.

Sciatica.

Arthritis.

Muscle spasms and strains.

Other causes of back pain include poor posture, tight 
muscles, and abnormal spine alignment. Pregnancy can 
strain muscles in the low back. More serious problems, 
such as osteoporosis, compression fractures, tumors, 
and infections, are much less common. Often, the 
exact cause of back pain remains a mystery.

If your back hurts, you’re not alone. As many as  
8 out of 10 Americans will experience the misery 
of back pain at some point in their lives. Back pain 

that comes on suddenly and lasts a short time (a few 
days to a few weeks) is called acute back pain. When  
the pain lasts 3 months or longer, it is called chronic 
back pain.

Back aches are common and painful—but fortunately, 
they’re rarely serious. Most of the time, back pain  
improves with simple treatments and some time. 

The Normal Back
Your “backbone” is not a bone at all. It’s actually a 
column of 24 individual bones called vertebrae. These 
bones are separated by intervertebral discs, which act as 
shock absorbers. Each disc has a soft core surrounded 
by a capsule of fibrous tissue.

Nerve roots run out from the spinal cord, passing  
between the vertebrae. These spinal nerves send the 
messages responsible for muscle movement, and they 
carry back the signals of sensation.

A group of strong ligaments holds the vertebrae 
together. Muscles run along the sides of the spinal 
column to provide extra support.

Vertebrae

Intervertebral 
Disc

Spinal Cord
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cold compresses or an ice pack. However, after about 
48 hours, heat may be more soothing. Bed rest does 
little to heal the cause of back pain and can make it 
worse. Limit lying down to a few hours at a time and 
only for a few days. It may sound strange, but gentle 
exercise can be one of the best ways to get your back 
feeling normal again. Talk with your doctor about safe 
and simple exercises to help get you moving again.

Can Medications Help?
Drugs won’t speed recovery, but they can ease the pain 
and help you get up and around. For ordinary low back 
pain, start with non-prescription drugs. For example, 
a simple pain reliever such as acetaminophen can help. 
It’s not as strong as some other drugs, but it has fewer 
side effects. If needed, use high doses, but not more 
than 1,000 mg 3 times a day. 

Most doctors recom mend a non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory medication (NSAID) as the next treat-
ment. Over-the-counter NSAIDs include ibuprofen 

and naproxen. If you have heart disease or major 
risk factors for it, check with your 

doctor before starting NSAIDs. 
Your doctor also can prescribe 

strong pain relievers or muscle 
relaxants if necessary. 

When Is Back Pain Serious?
Pain is always serious to the sufferer, but it doesn’t 
necessarily signal a major medical problem. Usually 
back pain is not an emergency, or even a reason to  
call your doctor. But call your doctor right away if  
you have any the following warning signs:

Back Pain Warning Signs

Onset of pain before age 20 or after age 55, and no  
similar back pain problems in the past.

Recent major trauma, including motor vehicle accidents, 
falls, and sports injuries.

If pain travels down your leg, particularly if you also have:

- Numbness or loss of sensation.

- Weakness or loss of muscular strength.

- Trouble with bowel or bladder control.

Pain that is constant and does not vary with motion.

Pain in the upper back or chest.

Pain that increases at night or when lying down.

Unexplained fever of 101° or more.

Unexplained weight loss of 10 pounds or more.

A previous diagnosis of cancer or another major illness.

Use of steroids or other drugs that block the  
immune system.

History of drug abuse.

What Can I Do to  
Help Heal My Back?
Applying moderate cold or heat 
to your back can help relieve 
discomfort. If your back pain  
is related to an injury, it is 
usually best to start with  
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Should I Have  
X-Rays or Lab Tests?
Experts agree that for most people with back pain, 
x-rays and lab tests are not very helpful when back pain 
first starts. If your doctor suspects a serious condition, 
such as a fracture or infection, an x-ray, an MRI scan, 
and lab tests like a complete blood count, erythrocyte 
sedimentation rate, and urinalysis may be ordered. 
Most of the time, however, there is no need for any 
of these tests unless the pain does not get better.  

Are Other Treatments Available?
For most people, back pain will get better with some  
simple treatments and time. But others require addi-
tional therapy for difficult or chronic pain. A physical 
therapy rehabilitation program can be very helpful. 

Only certain types of back pain need surgery. It may 
be required, even urgent, in cases of complicated back 
pain (see Back Pain Warning Signs on pg 4), but it 
should be the last resort for uncomplicated pain. 

How Can I Keep My Back 
Healthy?
Exercises to keep your back flexible and to strengthen 
your abdominal and back muscles may help. Good 
posture and body mechanics are essential. In particular, 
be careful when you lift items. Keep heavy objects close 
to your body, and be sure to bend your knees and lift 
with your legs, not your back.

Back to Basics
The best way to prevent back pain is to keep the  
rest of your body healthy. Exercise is key. People 
who are active and fit and maintain a healthy weight 
have less back pain than inactive, out-of-shape folks. 
Swimming, walking, and biking are particularly  
good for those who’ve had back pain in the past. 

If you suffer from back pain, most likely you will 
find relief through simple self-help measures and 
a little time. Whether your back pain goes away 
quickly or becomes a persistent problem, be an 
active participant in your care. Talk with your 
doctor about the range of options to treat your 
pain and take into account your goals and lifestyle. 
No matter what, always listen to your body and 
be alert for warning signs of serious trouble.
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