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Back 101

We can hardly wait. For some it’s the garden, the golf course, bike trails, baseball fields, or sight-seeing. No matter what your summer plans – all are more enjoyable with a strong, pain-free back.

Back pain affects 80% of Americans at some time in their lives. It comes in many forms, from lower back pain, middle back pain, or upper back pain to low back pain with sciatica. Common back pain causes include nerve and muscular problems, degenerative disc disease, and arthritis. Chronic back pain - lasting six weeks to three months or longer - is much less common. But for those 26 million Americans between the ages of 20 and 64 who have frequent or persistent back pain, it can be life changing. That’s why it’s important to take care of your back and keep it working properly, especially as you get older.

BEST WAYS TO KEEP a Healthy back

1. Exercise regularly – Regular exercise keeps your muscles primed and ready for activity. Too much at one time is a sure-fire invitation for aches and pains.

2. Avoid tobacco use – Nicotine constricts blood flow to spinal disks, cuasuing them to age faster than normal
3. Lose weight or maintain a normal weight - Ideally a BMI within18.5 to 24.9 reduces your risk of back pain. Check your BMI with the Adult BMI calculator in the Meriter website Healthy Library-Interactive Tools section.
4. Strengthen core muscles — abdominals and lower back muscles. Do Kegels. Watch TV or sit at your computer on an exercise ball!
5. Stand up and stretch - Long periods of sitting compresses your back’s disks which are needed to cushion vertebrae. Good to get up from your desk or couch every 30 minutes.

6. Sleep well - A proper sleep position also is important for back health. Sleeping on a firm mattress on your side with your hips and knees partially bent and a pillow under your head and between your knees favors a healthy back.

Self Treatments: Most back pain goes away on its own, though it may take awhile. Basic treatment relies on the old standbys: relative rest, heat, ice, pain relievers. 
Relative rest is backing off an activity. It is important to remain mobile but to avoid strenuous activities until the back muscles are healthy. In the past, back pain was treated with bed rest - however we’ve learned that staying in bed for more than 1 or 2 days can make it worse. 
Use pain relievers like Tylenol or anti-inflammatories such as Aleve or Motrin, and apply either heat or ice. 

Also, moist heat can provide relief by relaxing the strained muscles. Sitting in a hot bath or jacuzzi, taking a hot shower or applying salves such as Ben Gay or Icy Hot can help.

When to seek help: When pain radiates down the leg or there is numbness, tingling or weakness, 

Radiating pain and weakness can signal a more serious injury involving pressure on the nerve, and those individuals should consult their doctor within a few days. 

If your back pain is severe or doesn't improve after three days, you should call your health care provider. You should also get medical attention if you have back pain following an injury.
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Relatively new specialty: Interventional Spine Care is a subspecialty of Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation dedicated to the diagnosis and treatment of painful spinal disorders utilizing various X-ray guided interventional procedures, used in concert with medication and supervised physical therapy. The vast majority of patients experiencing neck and low back pain have a specific and diagnosable source of their pain. The goal is to increase patient function and improve quality of life. Trained in all aspects of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, they are nerve, muscle, bone, and exercise experts who take a non-operative approach to the treatment of injuries and conditions that affect patient function. For more information go to: www.meriter.com/orthoclinic.
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