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Taking Care of Your Back

¥ standing on their ‘hind” legs, hueman

beings freed their hands dor work and
gained the dexienty 1o creale cvilizations.
Since ancient days, Though, people have paid
the price of walking erect . . . with their backs.

In cur modern, industrial society, back pain is
the mest common cause of loss of activity
amang adulls under 45, It's estimated hat
ower B0% of all American workers sufler back
pain &t some time during fheir careers.

And the cosl, to all of us, is staggering.
American indusiry loses billions in productivity,
and consumers and insurers pay bilions more
for treatment.

But there's good news oo, Most bad backs
respond well to rest and conservatve treat-
ment, And most injunes can be prevenied.
This booklet tells how and why backs go bad,
and how a licensed, professional physical
therapist can helg you pul it ngkt again.




Your Back

Yuur body depends on the spinal colummn
for struciural stability. The shoulders, rib
cage and pehdis are anchored 1o the spine for
strength and support. You also depend on the
spine for mobility—the ability to twist, bend
and flex vour body for different activities.

The spine is constructed of 24 jointed bones,
or veriebrae, stacked from the peivis to the
shkull in a gentle "S"-curve, Batween the verte-
brag are spongy discs that cushion the bones
and bond the stack together. Pairs of bony
projections, called facals, connect the rear of
aach vertebra to form a seres of interlocking
joinis. The column is wrapped tighily in hga-
ments and supported by muscle,

Openings ineach wartebra align 1o form & pro-
{ective fubs, the verfebral canal, for the spinal
cord. Major nervas, connecting the spinal cord
with other parts of the body, pass through
spaces batween the vertebrae,

The Lumbar Spine

Your “Bad"” Back

y far the most common site of back pain

and injury is the lumbar region—the low
bach. Your lumbar spine bears the brunt ol
banding, slooping, sithing and worst of all, lift-
ing. Low back pain usually emanatas fram
degenerative changes (o the lumbar discs.

With aging, the resilient disc matenal dries-
aut, shrinks and losas some of its “spring’.
Under the strass of lifting, coughing or sitling
impraparly, the daferiorated disc can bulge or
even ruptura, spilling its spongy pulp irto the
surrounding space,

This hermaled disc can press an the adjacent
narva root. This irrtation can cause pain,
numbnass and tingling. of painful muescla
SPAS.

Loss of disc thickness can also cause waar
and arthritic enlargament of tha tacat joint,
constricting the spacs batween tha vertsbraa
lgading o abnormal pressure on the narsa.

Lumbar Injury
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Avoiding Back Injury

veryone s vulnerable 1o back injury, but
certain occupations presant added
risk, Truck drivers sit for lorng periods while
being josted by vibration; they lead in back
imjuries. Murses are alzo at high risk; banding
over bedsides and lifting and moving patiants
are hazardows to therr haalth.

Everyday aclivities can be dangerous, as weill:
even sitting pults an added load on the lumbar
spingl Expectant mothers find thedir backs
siressed in new ways, Parents lifing babias
and oddlers are also al risk.

We can't avoid every stressiul activily. The kay
to avoiding back injury lies in minimizing the
rick imharent in amy activity by applyving these
simple principles

Work on your posture. Don't showch. Maintain
the natural “arch” in your lower back whether
standing or sifling,

Lift with your legs. Dont bend cver (e
obect, bend your legs and keep your back

e R ———
Hazard on the Aoad

Driving |5 dangermus (o your back,
Salact a driving position with your
kneas slighthy bent and
your back arched,
Stop frequantly and
gat out and walk,

siraight (see diagram}. And most important,
don't bwist as you lift!

Sit with care. Prolonged sitling in one postion
i & back hazard you maght nod suspect
Lumbar support and periodic breaks 1o move
around are essential (s driving box).

Control your weight., Baing ovarweight, aspe-
cially if vou have a “pot belly”, puls added
stress on your lower back. The mportant
benefits of conditioning are discussed in the
next section.

Lifting Salaly
Band your kesss, not your back, and you greathy
reduce stress bo vour low back. Heep the load

closs 1o your body, and carry heavy
objects waist-high.

Sleeping Salely

We spend one-third of our [ives in bed, so how
you sleap is imporant 1o your back. Ty to sleap
in positions that keep your back siralght; twe
good anes ara shown.
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Conditioning Your Back

T he muscles of your back provide struc-
ture as well as mobility—they help hald
your spinal column together. That's why main-
taining heaithy back muscles is so imporant in
avoiding or recovering from injury,

Bul recant sludsas indicate that the mast
impartant factos in avoiding back injury may be
your genaral conditioning, not tha power of
your back muscles, This suggests that regular
aerabic exercise. such as walking or swirm-
ming, may provide all the conditioning a
healthy back needs

Aftar inpury, the first step in getiing your badk
healthvy 1s gantle exercisa to improve laxibiliy.
Whan you've recovered and are frea fram
pain, your physical therapist may recommend
mobilizaton and strengthening exercizas,

Treatments for Bad Backs

Fur thousands of years, back sufierars

have sought a cune in vain. Cave draw-
ings depict early ‘patients’ and attempts ta
treat their ailment. Medical scienca is still
searching lor more effective therapiss; unloriu-
nately. there is as yet no simpla cure for low
back pain.

While there is disagreament about specific
ireatments, most axperts prefer a conservative
approach to freating acute back pain.

Bed Rest. For 48 hours or until the acute
period passes. Slay in bed—even for maals, if
possible. I your bod sags in the middla, add a
board undear your maliress, Heat or ice may
help ease muscle spasm and aid circulation

Pain Medication. Fain medication prescribed
by your physician will help get you through the

Mobilizatlon Exercises

This gentle axercise s & good way 1o get started
(1} Lie flal an ihe floor with knees flexed, (£)
Rotate thix pehvis to gently push the small ol your
cack toward the oor. Release and mpasl
gevaral Linbes,

{1} Lie prone on fhe floor and siowly rame your
haad. Repeat. (2) With improvemend, place your
forearms on the floor and ralse wour uppas Do
on your elbows. Repeal.

{3) With further mprovament, your therapest may
harve you fully extand your bBack, rasing your ug-
per body on axtanded arms,
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period of most severa pain, bul it won't heip
you get batler,

Traction. Recent stedies indicate that in-
hospital traction may be eflective only because
it confines the patient 10 bedrest. Most expernts
agrae that short applications of lumbar traction
in a clinical, culpatient setting can be an
affective treatment.

Manipulation. Manual mobilization of the lum-
bar region may assisl recovery; restoring
ranga of motion, reducing spasm and
slimulating circulation

Epidural Injection, Epidural injection of anti-
inflammatory or pain medication has beean
shown 1o be an effective treatment for many
patients with low-back symptoms.,

Surgery. Surgery shoukd be considered only
with the failure of conservative treatment 1o
controd severe, chronic pain or neurological
symploms. While lamineciomy {a procedure
that allows removal of disc material) enjoys

a good success rae, there are risks. It may
be wise 1o talk with zeveral orthopaedic o
neurssurgecns before taking this serious step,

Keep in mind that once you've had a back
injury, you'll probably be vulnerable in that
area for the rest of your life. Any successful
treatment approach must include a program
for preventing reinjuny.

How Physical Therapy Can
Help Your Back

he boensed physcal therapist brings &
unigue perspactive to canng for your back:

The pabtient is the maost imporfant parficipant in
the healing and prevention process.
It is, after all, your back, And whatever treat-
ment you receive from athers, it can't over-
come treatmeant you ghve your back, day-in
and day-oul

Your physical therapist will involve you in your
care, leaching you to be, in & way, your own
tharapist. So thal as you go aboul the routine
of daily life, you'll be healing yourself, not
causing relnjury. 11 all starts with a careful
evaluation.

Evaluation. Physical therapy places greatast
emphasis on this process. Your therapist will
lake thia time 1o talk with you and perorm a
thorough phyacal evaluation to identify the
dysfunction that causes your pain.




Therapy, Your prvsscal therapist will plan a
freatment regimen suited o your individual
problem, and begin working to restore Hexibiity
and ease discommiort, Treatment may include
hieal, cold, massage, trackion, manipulation and
exercises for relaxation, conditioning, and
restoring range of mation.

Teaching. You don't need 1o become an
‘exper! o avoid or overcome injuny. but you
may need fo learn some new habits. Your
physical therapist will help you corinue
therapy on yaur own with a home program
desigred to it your nesds

Aftercare. Tha goal of physical tharapy is 19
returs wous to normal life a5 soon 8s passibie.
wilh the skills o need to prevent reinjury, ¥ou
wion | need ta visit wour therapis! again unless
You have an acule injury

As a respected mamber of the prolessional
health care community, lcensed physical
therapists work in hiospitals. industrial and
sports setting, home care, schools and in
private practice.

About APTA

he American Phiysical Therapy
Association is a national professicnal
organization thal reprasenis more han 74,000
members throughout the United States

APTA serves its mambers and the publs by
expanding understanding of the physical her-
apisl’s role i the health cara system. We
promote excallence in the fiald with improva-
merts in physical therapy educalion, research,
and practice.
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Bulk guantities available Seae the APTA
Resource Catalog at svectrapta.org or send
your request by mail to APTA, 1111 North
Fairfax Streal, Alexandria, VA 22314-1488.
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