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How Does Your Physical Therapist Treat Low Back Pain?
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L

ow back pain is so common that 8 of 10 people experience it at some time in their lives. Although the pain in
your back may be severe, most low back pain is not due to
a serious problem. Usually back pain is felt in the lower
back and buttocks. Sometimes the nerves get irritated and cause
leg pain and numbness and tingling in the toes. There are many
risk factors that increase the chances of getting low back pain.
The common risks result from lifestyle factors, such as sitting

too much, being in poor physical condition, and bending and
lifting improperly. Stress and lack of sleep can make the pain
worse. As we get older, we often feel more back pain due to
weakened muscles and stiffening joints. New clinical practice
guidelines for the treatment of low back pain were published in
the April 2012 issue of JOSPT. The guidelines describe ways to
treat back pain based on best research evidence.

NEW INSIGHTS

If your low back pain started recently
and your pain is in the small of your
back or in your buttocks

Early treatment seems to be key to decreasing your pain
and getting back to full activity. Treatments that focus
on exercise and staying active limit the amount of time
your back pain lasts and reduce the chance that it will
reoccur. A physical therapist will tailor treatment to your
specific problem, based on a thorough examination and
the probable causes of your low back pain.

PRACTICAL ADVICE

If your low back pain
also has pain down
the back of your leg

If your low back pain is considered
“subacute” or “chronic”

LOW BACK PAIN TREATMENTS. Evidence suggests that early treatment for low back pain is helpful in decreasing the
chance that your pain will become chronic. Not all low back pain should be treated the same. Your physical therapist
can help determine if you will respond better to manipulation (top of illustration above) or exercises to improve mobility
and/or strengthen your back muscles. After a thorough evaluation, your physical therapist can help determine which
treatment is best for you.
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For people with low back pain, the good news is that
your back will likely feel better, even though the pain
may be severe. Staying active is important, and bed
rest should be avoided. If you are worried that your
pain may not subside, your physical therapist can teach
you ways to help you move better and recover faster.
Based on your examination, the best treatment for acute
low back pain may be manual therapy (mobilization/
manipulation) or exercises that restore motion and
decrease pain in the leg that is linked to your low back
pain. Exercises that improve coordination, strength,
and endurance are best added to treatment once the
pain lessens. However, if your pain becomes chronic,
moderate- to high-intensity exercises and progressive
exercises that focus on fitness and endurance are
helpful in pain management. Your physical therapist can
help customize an exercise program for you. For more
information on the treatment of low back pain, contact
your physical therapist specializing in musculoskeletal
disorders.
For this and more topics, visit JOSPT Perspectives for
Patients online at www.jospt.org.
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