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Perhaps it was a sudden, sharp pain while bending, lifting or twisting.  Or maybe it’s an ongoing, dull back ache that won’t go away.  Either way, you are miserable and unable to function well.  Not wanting to make your back pain worse, you try not to move and lie or sit still, wondering what you did to your back to cause the pain. 

Perhaps you’ve been to your doctor about the pain and had X-rays and MRIs taken.  You may have received a scary-sounding medical diagnosis for your back problem.  “Arthritis.”  “Herniated disk”.   “Spinal stenosis”.   “Degenerative disk disease”.  These all sound complicated, disabling, and permanent.   Perhaps you are now taking prescription pain killers, considering steroid injections, electrical stimulation devices or even back surgery.  (You’d be in good company: medical diagnostics and treatments for back pain are big business in the U.S: more than $50 billion per year.)  Even a careful, concerned doctor may have recommended you quit your favorite activities like golf, or gardening.  You remember your parent’s ‘bad back’ and wonder if your back pain is hereditary.  And all this worry is just making your back is even more tense and painful. 

My response to all this is, you don’t have a ‘bad’ back.  You have a good back.  And your back can be healthy again.  

95% of persons with serious back pain can heal without surgery.  85-90% of all common back pain will actually go away by itself, without any treatment, in 3 days to 3 weeks
.  The back pain may reoccur within a year (30% of cases), but that pain will also go away. 

‘Bad’ backs-- that is, structurally defective backs-- are rare.  There are injured backs, certainly, and weak backs, and misaligned spines, and backs with degenerative diseases.  But with proper self-care, a vast majority of all back problems can heal without surgery.  

If you are willing to get up off the chair or sofa, and work diligently on the four pillars of a healthy back discussed below, you will experience major, even permanent relief.  You can have a strong, healthy back that stays healthy and doesn’t keep getting injured.  A healthy back is a lifelong commitment, and it is a lifetime gift.

Four Pillars of a Healthy Back

The “four pillars” model for a health back comes from Dr. Clint Phillips, founder of the Aspen Back Institute.  I’ve integrated his approach with information gathered from other back experts such as Dr. James Weinstein, chair of orthopedics at the Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center and editor of the medical journal Spine.  Their research and experience is quite surprising and caused me to change my own approach to back pain.  You’ll find a summary here of the Four Pillars I teach clients at my Prairie House office.    

But first we need to address the idea that (bed) “rest is best” for back pain.  Instead of resting your back and sitting or lying down all day, you must get up, move and stay active in order to heal more quickly and permanently.
  This seems counterintuitive, because it can hurt to do this.  But even though activity may cause your back to hurt it is important to understand that “hurt does not mean harm” with back pain.  This phrase from Dr. Weinstein reassures that you will not hurt yourself worse, or ‘paralyze’ your spinal cord, by staying active during your back pain.  Dr. Phillips reminds us that “backs like to move!”  The spine is designed to move, flex, twist and carry a surprising amount of weight for short periods.  

The point is, you can begin your back recovery immediately.  You should not let the pain stop you from your usual daily routines or sports or exercises such as walking, swimming or biking.  Even running will not worsen back pain or further injure discs because it is not the compressive force (bouncing) that injures spinal discs.  Instead, it is abnormal shear force (sideways forces where one vertebra slides over another) that harms the discs.  One of the best things you can do to heal, and prevent back pain in the first place, is stay in good aerobic and cardiovascular condition.  

The Four Pillars of a healthy back are: strength, flexibility, alignment and body/mind health.  A weakness in any one of these four areas can result in back pain, just as one weak leg can hobble a strong horse.  I’ll briefly summarize each here.   

Strength: Many people with back pain simply have weak back and ‘core’ muscles which cannot keep the spinal joints in correct alignment while under stress from lifting or twisting.  A lot of Americans have not really used their backs for years: they sleep on a soft mattress, drive to work in a soft car seat, slump back in a soft office chair, come home and lounge in a soft LazyBoy or sofa to watch TV.  The resulting weak and flaccid muscles are not strong enough to handle any unusual activities you might do in a day.  So back pain (i.e. injury) usually arises when you change your routine, try a new exercise or chore.  Gained body weight also stresses out the back.      

The good news is that muscle tissue is relatively fast to strengthen and easy to heal.  Even older adults can increase muscle strength dramatically.  An famous study (Mikesky, 1994) found that older adults who used simple rubber tubing exercises for 12 weeks increased their strength an average of 82%!  A similar group added 3 pounds of muscle and lost 4 pounds of fat during that short period.  Although muscle mass decreases with age, loss of muscle strength is not inevitable.  Americans just tend to be less active (and fatter) as they age, so they get weaker.  But there’s nothing wrong with their muscles.     

Flexibility: Backs like to move.  Backs are designed to bend, twist, carry weight and cushion shocks for hours a day with no problems.  In fact, backs must move to heal properly and quickly.  There’s a simple medical reason for this: the discs of the spine have no blood supply: no blood vessels directly nourishing disc tissue.  To repair itself the back requires physical motion to increase the diffusion of healing chemicals within the spinal discs, to flush them with fresh oxygen and other nutrients necessary for healing damaged tissue.  

Many adults are not flexible because of sedentary lifestyles.  Others are inflexible because of overused muscles, like athletes who are not properly stretching after workouts.  Yet anyone can gain flexibility through stretching, yoga, and tai chi and other classes which help the back work better mechanically.  (Note: flexibility does not mean strength training with weights.  A person can have strong back muscles yet remain tight and inflexible with a very stiff back.)  The body needs a balance between muscle strength and muscle/joint flexibility.  Doing sit-ups each day for abdominal strength without corresponding stretching for flexibility will not help the back.

Alignment: Poor posture leads to back pain.  Your head weighs 12-15 pounds, same as a bowling ball.  It sits on a curving stack of blocks (your vertebrae).  Add to this bowling ball the rest of your upper body weight including arms, organs, muscles, bones and fat.  All this weight, swaying on the curving upright stack of blocks that is your spine.  If that stack of blocks is not properly aligned up-and-down, it takes a terrific amount of low back energy (and stress) to hold your torso erect.  Over time, poor posture weakens and tightens muscles that should be strong and flexible, leaving you vulnerable to back pain.

Mind-body: Back pain is highly related to your emotions.  Your stress, your worries, your anger and frustrations, your sadness are all tied up with muscle tension, posture, flexibility.  Researchers like those quoted above are starting to conclude that most back pain is actually the result of stress, not a “twist”, a degenerative disease, inherited bad back genes or anything you “did” to your back.  Since your emotions (the physical dimension of our thoughts) are all tied up with your beliefs, your interpretation of situations can be creating your own stress, and your own back pain.  

For example, when you turn a factual situation (I have 5 dollars remaining in my bank account) into an anxiety fest (I am ruined!), your body will tense up as surely as if it were being attacked.  Repeating negative self-talk like, “My back is killing me,” or “I have a bad back” creates stress from within.  Surprisingly, people get rather attached to their beliefs, even harmful negative ones, and hang on to them tightly to validate their suffering.  Dr. John Sarno, MD of the Rusk Institute of Rehab Medicine at NYU Medical Center believes that our minds can even produce back pain to distract us from our emotional issues, such as anger and resentment.  

The point here is not to blame the victim of back pain.  Rather, to understand the connection between what is going on in your head and what is going on in your back.  

Identifying these negative beliefs and self-created suffering is difficult, but extremely productive.  Replacing such beliefs with more helpful ones is a complex matter and requires a skilled listener, counselor or spiritual guide to help.  But you can begin right now by replacing the old belief (I have a bad back) with a new belief:  “I have a good back and it will get better.”  

(Next: Part II: Common Questions and Treatment for Back Pain)

If you suffer from back pain and would like to schedule a consultation, 

contact me through my web site, at www.PrairieHouseMassage.com.  

You will leave the session with a better understanding of your back pain, 

a beginning plan for healing, and any needed referrals for better assessment 

(which may or may not include massage therapy).

You have a good back.  Your back will heal.
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