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It is important to note that roughly 90% of all back pain falls into the category of “non-
specific back pain.” This descriptor does not mean that your pain is not real or debilitating. It
means the cause is not clear, it’s unlikely to cause long-term medical complications, and it’s
unlikely there’s one single factor leading to your experience of pain.
 
The cause of the other 10% can be identified, such as significant nerve root compression,
spinal fracture, infection, or cancer. Less than 1% is caused by cancer, so the odds of having
a serious issue are very low.
 
For non-specific back pain, the overwhelming majority of research has shown that staying
moving, keeping as calm and positive as you can, and continuing to gently exercise with
gradual progression over time are the most effective actions you can take. In most cases,
pain will resolve in two-to-six weeks if you stay moving and stay confident.
 
 
 
Back pain it can be very frightening because it can be quite debilitating. It’s important to
know that the vast majority (around 90%) of back pain is not serious or long-term. Most
episodes of back pain resolve in two-to-six weeks.
 
Large research trails and systematic reviews of the best evidence have shown that staying
active and exercising while you have an onset of back pain is the best management. This
includes simple activities like walking.

Part 1: Exercise
Your Back-Pain Questions, Answered

Written for PainChats by Dr Jarod Hall, Physical Therapist.

Your Back-Pain Questions, Answered

Should I Stop Exercising If I Have Back Pain?
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It is possible that if you stop moving and exercising it could take longer for your back to
recover as muscles tend to lose strength and joints become stiff in times of immobilization.
 
When you exercise you open up the door to your body’s own internal healing processes.
Exercising allows your body to release various feel-good pain suppressing hormones and
growth factors that may help your healing if you have an injury.
 
Sometimes big changes in activity or trying something new can lead a new onset of back
pain simply because you haven’t given your body enough time to adjust to the new activity.
 
In these cases, the odds are that there is nothing serious going on; your body is simply
letting you know that it needs more time to grow accustomed to this new behaviour.
 
 
General advice for muscular strain is to rest, but to reintroduce gradually increasing
movement and exercise after a day or two to avoid the stiffening of muscles. This is also true
of the back. If a large increase in activity or lifting something heavy causes back pain, it may
be prudent to reduce the amount and intensity of your activity in the short term, like a day
or two, but continue to remain active and exercise at a lower intensity until symptoms
subside.
 
Keeping your muscles and joints moving and gradually increasing loading to the back is the
best way to recover from back pain and keep your back healthy in the long term. Back pain
can be scary. It’s important to know that the intensity of pain you are having is not a good
indicator of the severity of the injury.
 
 
Resistance exercise such as weightlifting is beneficial and healthy. It appears to preserve
function, improve cardiovascular health, increase strength, increase bone density, and
maintain the health of our joints. Just like doing push-ups or bicep curls can make your pec
and bicep muscles bigger and stronger, weightlifting like squats, lunges, and deadlifts can
make your back stronger, more resilient, and protect against injury.

When Can I Start Exercising If I Have Back Pain?

Does Lifting Weights Damage My Spine?
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We now know that weightlifting performed in a gradual and progressive manner is very safe
for the spine. It may be a potent protector of the spine in many ways, such as increasing
healthy lean body mass, increasing strength, improving metabolic health, increasing bone
density, and maintaining function. However, it must be done properly. If you have limited
experience with weightlifting it is always a good idea to consult with a trained professional to
help you build a plan to gradually increase your capacity to lift weights.
 
 
 
Mindful movement, done in a relaxed and comfortable way, can feel wonderful. But if your
back is sensitive and you’re trying to “stretch” it out, it can feel horrible. If you have ongoing
back pain, exploring movement and flexibility in a way that promotes relaxation and avoids
further pain can be very helpful.
 
Activities like yoga or tai chi, along with a good coach to help you, can help you find new,
pain-free ways to move, feel more confident with everyday movements, and regain your
strength and flexibility.
 
It’s important to remember that tightness can be a good thing. It can be a protective
response from your body that is taking the danger messages from the tissues that were
injured and protecting the tissues by making the muscles tighten up to reduce movement.
Because it keeps the injured area from moving around or being loaded too much while it
heals, this sort of tightness is helpful.
 
The key is that as healing progresses, this muscle tension should be decreasing. Sometimes
assisting this natural progression with stretching and movement can be very helpful.
 
But sometimes stretching might feel good temporarily but is actually making the problem
worse. Stretching puts tissue under tension (pulls it apart) and certain sources of pain, like
tendons, nerves, and muscle tears, can be aggravated by stretching. If you stretch to address
pain, monitor your body’s response to stretching and see if it is actually helping in the long
term.

Does Stretching Help Low Back Pain?
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If stretching feels good briefly but the pain quickly resumes, then it is probably not helping
the painful area heal in any meaningful way. When it comes to stretching, it is usually safe to
just do what feels good. But if stretching seems to make the problem worse or not help it at
all, you might benefit from working with a qualified instructor or therapist.
 
 
 
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


