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Should I take pain relievers?  

Remember the motto here: “Hurt does not mean harm,” with back pain.  Pain relievers can help reduce pain but they won’t strengthen your back, make it more flexible, align your spine with better posture or reduce the mental stress that adds to the physical tension.  In other words, pain pills won’t heal your back.  They won’t make your back stronger and more healthy.  What you really need is to stay active, avoid bed rest, develop a strong, healthy back and address with your reactions to stressful life situations.  Only addressing these causes will break the cycle of weakness- injury- recovery- weakness- injury…

Should I see a Chiropractor…Acupuncturist…Massage therapist?   

It depends, because the causes of back pain are highly individual.  These therapies can all help relieve pain, depending on the type of your injury or disease.  And compared to the traditional medical treatments of medications and surgery these therapies are much lower-cost and lower-risk treatments.  So if they help, use them!  

As a massage therapist, I’ve learned that it’s not a question of which therapy is better.   The question is, which of these therapies is the best for a particular client and situation?  Or which combination of therapies is best.  For example, an otherwise strong but stressed-out client with tight back muscles will find immediate relief from a good massage, period.  A massage may be all that client needs.  But another client with weak, flaccid back muscles and a big belly will not find lasting relief precisely because massage loosens muscles: it doesn’t strengthen and tone them.  That client will benefit more from weight loss and a fitness club membership than a series of massages or endless chiropractic adjustments.        

Chiropractic treatments will help with spinal alignment (not poor posture).  Massage helps with muscle tension, flexibility and stress.  Acupuncture helps open the energetic blockages that slow down healing.  A vegetarian diet….you name it: they can all help.  But I’d avoid any therapist who recommends you return for repeat treatments without also helping you improve back strength, flexibility, alignment and body/mind stress.  Otherwise, the relief simply won’t last.  You’ll be paying good money to remain a passive ‘patient’ dependent upon these therapies for relief with no lasting healing.  That’s crazy.  

It takes a practitioner with real integrity to say, “You know, I don’t think my therapy (or medicine) is really what you need the most.  But here’s a person who can help you.”

Should I see a doctor?  

Most back pain is not medically serious and will resolve itself within 3 days to 3 weeks.  So you should only need to see your doctor if your back pain lasts more than three weeks or gets worse over time.*  Expensive diagnostic tests such as X-rays and MRIs may actually not be of much help with common back pain since they do not clearly show damage in the ‘soft tissue’ of muscles, tendons, discs, ligaments.  Indeed, these tests can lead to false ‘positives’ because the physician is looking for a problem that may not actually be there, e.g. seeing a minor bone or disk problem and assuming that’s the problem when these issues may have actually nothing to do with the pain.  

Experts disagree on the anatomical problems that cause common back pain: e.g. “degenerative disc disease” vs. ligament degeneration; osteo/arthritis disease vs. lax spinal ligaments; “pinched nerves” versus “slipped discs” and so forth.  

*You should see your doctor immediately if your back pain gets worse over time, if pain radiates down the leg, if you have problems with urination, bowels or sexual function, weakness or numbness in the legs, or difficulty walking.  Those symptoms suggest more serious issues than the common back pain being addressed here.  Be smart. 

Should I have surgery?  

Not before you get a second opinion.  Unlike fracturing a hip where the only real alternative is surgery, hurting your back is different because there are many alternatives and procedures available.  Orthopedic surgeon John Starr of Washington Hospital Center in Washington, D.C. says the problem is that, in many cases, “Doing back surgery is easier than deciding whether back surgery should be done.”  Medical diagnostics and treatments for back pain are big business in the U.S: more than $50 billion per year.  

In recent research, patients who chose non-surgical remedies (or none at all) did just as well as the surgical patients did, over time
.  The surgical patients tended to get better a little faster.  On the other hand, those who chose surgery also exposed themselves to much higher risk and complications, not to mention the costs.  

One more thing to know.  Surgery is not consistently used across the U.S: for example, people in Caspar, Wyoming are eight times more likely to receive back surgery for back injuries than someone elsewhere!  There is no good explanation for this.

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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