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Written for PainChats by Dr Melissa Cady, Anaesthesiologist and Pain Specialist.

Worried About Back Pain? Rule Out the
“Red Flags” First

The Downward Spiral of Pain and Worry

Painful sensations can quickly put you in a downward spiral. It is difficult to feel safe and well
once pain has becomes a daily companion.
 
Most people that search for information about pain online find very concerning information.
It’s often factually “correct,” in the sense that pain is usually a sign there is something
threatening your body. In other words, only the “red flags” that require medical attention are
covered.
 
These kinds of issues are usually not the cause of pain and can cause you to worry even
more that something serious might be wrong with your body.
 
For example, many people fear they have cancer because they read online that back pain is
a symptom of many forms of cancer. This is an understandable concern when you are in
pain and are uncertain about its cause. However, back pain due to cancer is extremely rare.
 
Cancer is a worst-case scenario. It does happen and it should not be missed in diagnosis, but
the probability that your pain is caused by cancer is tiny.
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In medicine, a “red flag” is a term that describes a sign or symptom that indicates an urgent
or significant medical condition that needs rapid attention by a medical professional.
 
Medicine excels at picking up these serious problems with scans and diagnostic tests. Red
flags are the first layer of information that doctors check, to make sure you’re safe to relax
and get moving again.
 
Ruling out red flags with a primary care doctor is a good way to decrease your fear of what is
causing pain. This alone can help decrease your pain by reducing anxiety and tension, and
also help you avoid unneeded emergency room visits and scans.
 
Some health care professionals compare an episode of pain with the common cold. Most
people will have it during their lives and recover in a few weeks. Checking for red flags is like
making sure your common cold is not pneumonia.
 
Red flags include anything requiring immediate attention and special care, such as cancer,
infection, fractures, abdominal aneurysms or severe neurological compromise.
 
 
 
1.    Is your pain no better with rest?
2.    Does your pain wake you at night?
3.    Have you had cancer previously?
4.    Have you lost control of your bladder or bowels?
5.    Do you have weakness or loss of feeling in your legs?
6.    Do you have numbness between your legs (like you’ve been riding a horse)?
7.    Are you over 50 years old?
8.    Have you been taking corticosteroids?
 
 

Questions That Help Identify Red Flag Conditions

The Downward Spiral of Pain and Worry



@Painchats @Pain_Chats @Painchats 3

Answering “yes” to any of these on their own might not be an issue. But when considered
with other features of your pain, such as its location, severity, how long it has been present
and if any particular event caused it, your doctor may consider the pain serious enough for
further investigation.
 
 
 
 
If your doctor is concerned that your back pain might be a symptom of a serious issue, they
will likely order further tests. These usually include imaging studies and blood tests.
 
X-rays are used to look at bones or other dense materials. Thus, x-ray imaging could be
helpful in determining some serious causes of back pain, such as a compression fracture or
damage to the bone caused by cancerous growth or infection. But they are not effective at
identifying soft tissues like tumours.
 
If you have a history of cancer or suspect your pain is caused by an infection or injury to soft
tissue, your doctor will probably send you for an MRI to get more detail.
 
Many people become fearful when they receive medical scans like MRIs and x-rays,
especially when they don’t understand the results. Scans can be useful for ruling out red
flags, but they don’t tell the entire story of what is happening in your body or life that might
be contributing to your pain. It’s common for people who experience severe back pain to
find their scans reveal no source of pain. Yet the pain is clearly real. 
 
Unfortunately, scans are often unable to give useful information about what is causing the
pain and should almost never be relied upon exclusively.
 
 

Imaging and Blood Tests for Red Flags
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Persisting pain is a feature of other medical conditions that involve a disease process
affecting multiple systems of the body. This includes diseases like rheumatoid arthritis,
ankylosing spondylitis, and lupus, all of which involve changes to the immune system and
need to be medically managed with specialist care.
 
These conditions have specific treatments and medications used in their treatment and
management. Your medical history, combined with imaging and blood tests, should reveal if
you are affected by such diseases and direct you to the medical care you need.
 
 
 
The medical system is designed to find serious medical problems and treat them. Clearing
the red flags is a relief because you know you’re healthy overall, but this does not necessarily
resolve your pain.
 
There’s an unfortunately large gap between the latest scientific understanding on how to
recover from persistent pain and our healthcare system’s approach to address this
widespread problem.
 
 

Other Conditions Associated With Chronic Back Pain

Feeling Safe When Red Flags Are Clear

A variety of blood tests can also be used individually or collectively to help determine if your
pain is a cause for concern. For example;
 

White blood cell counts can reveal information about infection and some cancers.
Haemoglobin, haematocrit, and platelets can be affected by some cancers.
Markers of inflammation, such as ESR and CRP can also point to the possibility of cancer
or infection
There are many new sensitive blood tests being developed for specific types of cancers.
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Getting good quality information is essential to reducing the pain you experience. Websites
like PainChats exist to provide the latest information on reducing pain. Having a doctor who
has the most recent information about pain and has the time and patience to guide you
towards getting better will also be a huge benefit.
 
 
 
1. What information did you read here that is relevant to your pain experience?
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What did you read here that surprised you, or that you disagree with? Why do you think
that is?
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Are there any actions that you want to take after reading this information?
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can use your responses here to talk to your health professionals, or you can email your
questions to the PainChats team via hello@painchats.com

Personal Notes and Reflections


