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Low Back Pain
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What is low back pain?

Low back pain is a very common condition. While pain and
discomfort can occur anywhere in your back, the most
common site is the waist, as it supports most of your weight.
Low back pain can manifest as a variety of different
symptoms, such as a tingling or burning sensation, which
can appear in the legs and feet, also accompanied by
weakness. Low back pain can be acute, lasting less than one
month; it may also be chronic, and last over 3 months. Low
back pain may not necessarily happen due to one specific
event — it may be from habitual bad posture, sitting or lifting
heavy objects, or even bending incorrectly.

About your spine

Your spine is composed of small bones called vertebrae,
which support your upper body and protect your brain and
other body parts connected to the spinal cord. The vertebral
column is divided into four different groups including the
cervical curve, thoracic curve, lumbar curve, and the sacral
curve. Between each vertebra is a disc, which plays a role in
protecting and buffering the pressure the spine receives.
These discs mainly consist of cartilage and water. The
vertebrae and its discs are often referred to as soft tissue,
providing the necessary support and strength for your daily
activities. Our abdominal and chest muscles also support our
back, and when they are strong, they help reduce pressure
from the waist in weight distribution. Many people think that
back pain is a spinal disc problem when in fact back pain is
often caused by tense muscles in the soft tissue surrounding
the spinal column.

What causes back pain?

The most common causes of back pain include muscle strain,
disc herniation (prolapse), disc degeneration, and muscle
spasms. Other less common reasons include spinal stenosis,
torn ligaments in the back muscles, vertebral fractures
caused by osteoporosis, and other systemic diseases.

Disc degeneration and prolapse

As we age, the discs between our vertebrae also age and
wear down, just like other joints in our body. Tearing and
wearing may cause inflammation, which produces pain.
When disc degeneration reaches a certain point, the spaces
between discs become narrow and may start to show
through the column. This is known as disc prolapse.

There are great differences in the degree of disc herniation;
many people may have mild prolapse, but do not have any
symptoms. A herniated disc may cause severe pain, but this
is not necessarily the case for every patient.

Muscle strain and torn ligaments

Muscles and ligaments are important structures located
along the spine that support our back. Any type of muscle
strain and torn ligament can cause pain.

Spinal stenosis

Spinal stenosis is narrowness of the lumen of spinal cord, and
only grows worse with age. With spinal stenosis, even the
mildest injury can cause inflammation and oppress the
nerves. The pain then moves along the nerves in the back.
The most common places for stenosis pain are the hips,
thighs, and calves. Depending on the activity performed by a
patient, bending can sometimes relieve pain. This kind of
spinal stenosis occurs more often amongst the elderly and is
also called neurogenic claudication.

Are you at risk for low back pain?
Many factors can cause you back pain, including:

e Age: After the age of 30, the spinal discs slowly change
their shape and thickness, which increases the chance of
spinal stenosis.

® Genetic: Genetically abnormal spine structure and low
back disorders. For example, you have a family history of
low back pain when a certain age is reached.

¢ Sensation of pain is dulled: Many people have spinal
stenosis, but are not able to feel the associated pain.

o Arthritis: Age-related arthritis may accumulate in the
lower part of the spine.

e Stress and negative emotions from work or daily life:
This increases the risk of low back pain. Depression tends
to turn back pain into a long-term, chronic problem.

* Pregnancy: The change in body weight, as well as looser
ligaments, can cause more sensitivity to pain.

e Osteoporosis: Along with aging, especially after
menopause, the density of bones decrease, which
weakens them and may cause fractures. Mild fracture
problems can lead to back pain.

® Occupational: Heavy lifting, intense activity, or an
occupation that requires frequent bending or turning.

¢ Lack of exercise.

* Obesity.

* Smoking: Tobacco use may cause poor blood circulation.
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