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If you have lower back pain, you are not alone. About 80 
percent of adults experience low back pain at some point in 
their lifetimes. It is the most common cause of job-related 
disability and a leading contributor to missed work days. 

Men and women are equally affected by low back pain, 
which can range in intensity from a dull, constant ache to a 
sudden, sharp sensation that leaves the person incapacitated. 
Pain can begin abruptly as a result of an accident or by lifting 
something heavy, or it can develop over time due to age-
related changes of the spine. Sedentary lifestyles also can 
set the stage for low back pain, especially when a weekday 
routine of getting too little exercise is punctuated by strenuous 
weekend workout. 

Most low back pain is acute, or short term, and lasts a few 
days to a few weeks. It tends to resolve on its own with self-
care and there is no residual loss of function. The majority of 
acute low back pain is mechanical in nature, meaning that 
there is a disruption in the way the components of the back 
(the spine, muscle, intervertebral discs, and nerves) fit together 
and move. 

Subacute low back pain is defined as pain that lasts between 
4 and 12 weeks. 

Chronic back pain is defined as pain that persists for 12 weeks 
or longer, even after an initial injury or underlying cause of 
acute low back pain has been treated.

HOW IS BACK PAIN TREATED?

Treatment for low back pain generally depends on 
whether the pain is acute or chronic. In general, surgery is 
recommended only if there is evidence of worsening nerve 
damage and when diagnostic tests indicate structural changes 
for which corrective surgical procedures have been developed. 
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Conventionally used treatments and their level of 
supportive evidence include:

HOT OR COLD PACKS | While they have never been 
proven to quickly resolve low back injury, they may help 
ease pain and reduce inflammation for people with 
acute, subacute, or chronic pain, allowing for greater 
mobility among some individuals. 

ACTIVITY | Individuals should begin stretching 
exercises and resume normal daily activities as soon 
as possible, while avoiding movements that aggravate 
pain. Strong evidence shows that persons who continue 
their activities without bed rest following onset of low 
back pain appeared to have better back flexibility than 
those who rested in bed for a week. 

STRENGTHENING EXERCISES | Beyond general 
daily activities, strengthening exercises are not advised 
for acute low back pain, but may be an effective way to 
speed recovery from chronic or subacute low back pain. 

PHYSICAL THERAPY PROGRAMS | Physical therapy 
can help strengthen core muscle groups that support 
the low back, improve mobility and flexibility, and 
promote proper positioning and posture are often used 
in combinations with other interventions. 

MEDICATIONS | A wide range of medications are 
used to treat acute and chronic low back pain. Some 
are available over the counter (OTC); others require a 
physician’s prescription.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEEPING ONE’S BACK HEALTHY

Following any period of prolonged inactivity, a regimen of low-impact exercises is advised. Speed walking, swimming, 
or stationary bike riding 30 minutes daily can increase muscle strength and flexibility. Yoga also can help stretch and 
strengthen muscles and improve posture. Consult a physician for a list of low-impact, age-appropriate exercises that are 
specifically targeted to strengthening lower back and abdominal muscles. Here are some additional tips: 

•	 Always stretch before exercise or other strenuous 
physical activity.

•	 Don’t slouch when standing or sitting. The lower 
back can support a person’s weight most easily when 
the curvature is reduced. When standing, keep your 
weight balanced on your feet. 

•	 At home or work, make sure work surfaces are at a 
comfortable height.

•	 Wear comfortable, low-heeled shoes.

•	 Sleeping on one’s side with the knees drawn up in a 
fetal position can help open up the joints in the spine 
and relieve pressure by reducing the curvature of the 
spine. Always sleep on a firm surface. 

•	 Maintain proper nutrition and diet to reduce and pre-
vent excessive weight gain, especially weight around 
the waistline that taxes lower back muscles. A diet 
with sufficient daily intake of calcium, phosphorus, 
and vitamin D helps to promote new bone growth. 
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