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A Client asks…
"I have been to several doc-

tors and a physical therapist
(PT) and each one of them tells
me something different about
my back pain. One says I have
a pinched nerve and should
rest, one says I have a herniat-
ed disc and that I need surgery
right away, and another says I
should do exercises to feel bet-

ter. How are you supposed to
make sense out of all the dif-
ferent information?"

It can be confusing to get
what seems to be opposing
information from different
practitioners. Health care pro-
fessionals working with
patients who have back pain,
often specialize. This focus
means they come from differ-
ing points of view, giving con-
flicting opinions to the patient.
What's more frustrating is that
they can all be right.

If you bend over to pick up a
box, or are in an auto accident
and hurt your back, it can be
appropriate to rest for up to 3
days to allow the swelling to
subside and the muscles to rest.
Studies do show that 3 days of
rest is maximum, and that any
more "rest" can actually do
more harm than good. Rest
usually does feel good but you

lose flexibility, strength, and
endurance with too much
"rest".

This is when a good exer-
cise program is helpful. Now
when a lot of us hear "exercise
program" we think that means
running around the track or
swimming 20 laps. NOOO! A
good exercise program for low
back pain (LBP) may start with
a couple of minutes on a heat-
ing pad and then performing
gentle stretching exercises for
the muscles that are injured. 

As you feel better, adding
walking, swimming, or bike
riding begins to build your
strength and endurance, allow-
ing you to resume your normal
level of activities. So many
times, we miss this part
because when the pain is gone
we go back to our busy lives
and don't complete the rehab
process.

Sometimes surgery is indi-
cated, although, fortunately,
not that often. Bulging and
even herniated discs are not an
automatic reason for surgery.
As we get beyond 30, it is not
unusual to have "degenerative
changes" of our spine. These
degenerative changes include
herniated discs. Several years
ago, a study involving 100
people with no LBP had an
MRI of their low back. Fifty
percent showed degenerative
changes, including bulging
and herniated discs but no
back pain. Therefore, your

pain may not be coming from a
bulging or herniated disc.    

Still confused? Keep asking
questions until you under-
stand. Everyone is different
and while there are similarities
with LBP, you want treatment
tailored to you and your spe-
cific pain. Get a second opin-
ion if you are not sure; and
take a conservative approach
for a couple of weeks. Ask for
physical therapy to see if it
helps. Call me if you still have
questions about this complex
situation.
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