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Introduction 
Back pain is very common, affecting approximately 80% of the population at some 
point in their lives. We have learned a great deal about it over the years.  The 
information here is based on the latest studies.  Always remember that there is a lot 
you can do to help yourself. 

Remember: 

 Back pain or back ache is not usually due to any serious damage; 

 Most back pain settles quickly; 

 It can be very painful.  You may need to reduce some of your activities for a 
couple of days.  Resting longer than this does not help and may do more harm 
than good.  It is important to keep moving; 

 Your back is built to move. The sooner you get back to normal, the sooner your 
back will start to feel better; 

 People who are fitter generally get less back pain.  People who are fitter 
generally recover better if they do get it.  Think what you could do to improve 
your own fitness when this episode settles. 

In the acute stages: 

 Bed rest can do more harm than good. It is better to stay active if you can; 

 If you have to go to bed, try to start moving again after 2 days. Gradually 
increase your activity day by day.  This can cause you some discomfort for a 
short time.  This is normal and it is important to keep trying; 

 Take any medicines given by your doctor regularly. Don’t wait until the pain 
becomes out of control before you take them; 

 Use heat (hot water bottle / wheat bag) or cold (bag of frozen peas wrapped in 
a wet towel) to give short term relief.  This is  in addition to your medication; 

 Do not stay in one position for longer than 20 to 30 minutes.  It is important to 
keep moving around.  Prolonged sitting, especially in a low soft armchair can 
make the pain worse. 

 
It is very rare for back pain to require immediate medical care.  If you develop any of 
the things below then it is strongly recommended that you contact your GP, or the 
Accident and Emergency Department immediately. 
 

 Difficulty passing urine (retention) 

 Loss of control of your bladder 

 Loss of control of your bowel 

 Numbness between your legs or around your back passage/genitals 
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Here are a few positions that people find comfortable when their back is really sore. 

 

How to stay active: 

 The idea is not to stay in one particular position.  Do not do any one thing for 
longer than 20 to 30 minutes without a break.  Try and move a little further and 
faster each day; 

 Sitting is a common position that increases back pain.  
This can be helped by changing positions often.  Use a 
rolled up towel (lumbar roll) to help support your back 
whilst sitting up straight; 

 

 If sitting is uncomfortable a hard straight backed chair is better than a soft 
armchair. 

 If you sit at work make sure you are not sitting slumped.  

 Stand up and stretch backwards regularly.  Take a break from your desk as 
often as possible; 

 Change from sitting to lying to walking regularly.  Try to do this every hour when 
awake.  This will stop you from stiffening up in any one position.  

 Use a timer or your mobile phone to help you remember to move often before 
the pain increases, for example every 20 minutes; 

 If not improving after 2 to 3 weeks you should seek the advice of your GP or 
physiotherapist. 

Should I Have an X-ray? 
An x-ray of your back may not help identify the cause of pain.  This is unless you have 
had a fall or direct injury.  There are two main reasons for this.  Most back pain comes 
from the soft tissues of the back (such as ligaments and muscles).  These tissues 
cannot be seen on an x-ray.  As we get older we all have changes in the back bones, 
which are due to normal ageing.  These changes (sometimes described as wear and 
tear) will be seen on an x-ray, but may not be causing the pain. 

Useful Information 
Scottish Backs:  http://www.nhsinform.co.uk/Health-Zones/Scottish-Backs.aspx 
For free and confidential advice about work call the Healthy Working Lives Adviceline 
on 0800 019 2211. 
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