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What is low back pain? 

Almost everyone has back pain at one time or another. The pain may be in the center of the back 

or to one side, or even move down the leg. Symptoms may also include pain in the back and the 

buttocks or legs, stiffness, limited motion and spasm.  

 

What are the risk factors?  

Risk factors for back pain include: 

 Obesity 

 Lack of exercise 

 Heavy physical work 

 Accidents 

 Vibration (i.e., driving a truck),  

 Smoking  

Family history may add to the chance of having low back pain.  

Being overweight may increase the risk for low back pain because of the added stress on the 

back.  

 

How does it occur?  

We don't know a lot about what causes low back pain. Some 

likely causes include: pulled muscles, strained ligaments, tight 

joints or small tears in the spinal disks. The problem is that these 

tears and pulls don't show up well on x-rays.  

 

Should I have an x-ray?  

Most people with low-back pain do not need an x-ray. X-rays do 

not provide any useful information that has an effect on 

treatment. Your doctor may order x-rays or other studies if your specific symptoms indicate a 

need for these tests or if your back pain does not go away in 4-6 weeks.  

 

How is it treated?  

The good news is that 90% of people with acute low back pain recover within  

4 - 6 weeks.  

Most treatment plans for low back pain include the following: 

 Staying active. Lying in bed or cutting back on activity is not helpful.  People get better 

faster if they stay active at home and work. Common exercise such as walking, 
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swimming or riding a stationary bike can be helpful in many cases. Your doctor may 

limit your activity if your job or the sports you play are very physical.  

 Stretching.  Most patients with acute low back pain benefit from doing stretches 2-3 

times daily. Hold the stretch for 20-30 seconds, take a break and do it again. If a stretch 

seems to make things worse, or if it causes pain to go down your leg, seek further advice 

from a healthcare provider or your doctor.  

 Ice packs. (plastic bag with ice cubes and water, wrapped in a towel). Apply the ice pack 

for 20-30 minutes at a time. The pack will feel cold at first, but it may help to decrease 

pain, spasm and inflammation in the back. There's nothing wrong with trying heat if it 

works, but ice may be better.  

 Exercise.  Common aerobic and conditioning exercises, such as brisk walking, 

swimming or riding a stationary bicycle can be very helpful.  

 Medications. If your doctor recommends medications, it is very important that you take 

them on a regular basis and not only when you hurt. 

 

When to call your doctor?  

Call your doctor right away if you have:  

 Trouble controlling your bladder or bowels  

 Numbness or weakness in the feet legs, groin or rectal area  

 Pain that gets worse or extends into your leg and below the knees  

 Pain that limits your normal activities for more than 4 weeks  

 Shooting pain down the leg 

 

How do I rest my back? 

Hold each of these positions for 5 minutes or longer. Start each exercise lying on your back. 

 Put pillows under your knees and bend your knees.  

 Lie on a floor in front of a chair. Put a pillow under your neck, bend your knees to a 90-

degree angle, and place your lower legs and feet on the chair.  

 Bend your knees.  Bring one knee up to your chest. Grab your thigh with your hand and 

hold it there. Repeat with the other knee. Bring both knees to your chest and hold. 

Grabbing your thigh rather than your lower leg prevents over-flexing your knee. 

 

When can I return to my activity or sport? 

Returning to activity or sport too soon may worsen your injury and could lead to lasting damage.  

When you can return to activities will depend on how soon your back gets better. The rate of 
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recovery is not the same for all people. Some people recover in days, but for others it may take 

several weeks or months until their back is strong enough.  As a general rule, the longer you have 

symptoms before you start treatment, the longer it will take to get better. 

It is very important that you follow your doctor’s advice about returning to activities. Your back 

must be fully recovered before returning to sports or strenuous activities.  This means that you 

have the same range-of-motion you had before the injury and that you are able to run, jump and 

twist without pain.  Your doctor will allow you to return to activities as soon as it is safe to do 

that.  

 

What can I do to help prevent low back pain?  

The following tips may help to reduce the strain on your back: 

 When you move a heavy object do not push it with your arms. Turn around and push it 

backwards.  This shifts the strain from your back to your legs. 

 When you lift a heavy object follow these 

instructions: 

 keep the object close to your body with 

your arms bent 

 bend your knees and hips 

 keep your back straight 

 do not lift heavy objects higher than your 

waist 

 The stronger your legs are, the easier it will be to lift.  

 Sit in straight back chairs. Hold your spine against the back of the chair when you sit.  

 Do not sit in one place or in one position for a long time. Get up and stretch, walk about 

and change positions.  

 When you sit in one spot for a long time, use a footrest for one foot. This will help to 

keep your back straight.  

 When you drive sit close to the pedals and use your seat belt and a hard backrest or 

pillow.  

 When you sleep or rest lie on your side and bend your knees. You can also try putting a 

pillow between your knees.  

 When you sleep on your back put a pillow under your knees.  

 If you smoke, ask your doctor for help on how to quit. Smoking limits blood flow to the 

discs and muscles in your back and slows their healing.  

©The National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health , 
CDC 
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Disclaimer: This document is provided for information purposes only and is not 
intended to take the place of the care and attention of your personal physician or 

other professional medical services. Talk with your doctor if you have Questions about 
individual health concerns or specific treatment options. 
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 A regular exercise program will help your back and keep you healthy overall.  Talk with 

your doctor before starting any exercise program. Also, see a professional trainer or a 

physical therapist for exercise advice that fits your specific needs.  

o For aerobic exercise such as walking, bicycling or swimming, start with low 

intensity exercise about 5 - 10 minutes of exercise a day, three days a week, and 

slowly work up to 30 minutes of exercise a day for five days a week. If you can't 

start with 5 - 10 minutes of exercise, do 2-3 minutes, or whatever you can.  

o Strength training is also good for your body and back.  You can start with leg 

strengthening exercises that will help your back when it comes to lifting heavy 

objects.  Use strength training machines if you can. Start with lighter weights, 

completing 10 to 15 repetitions before increasing the weight at your next workout. 

Keep in mind that stronger muscles will allow you to do more work and help 

reduce the risk of back injury.  

 

 


