
Although pain can be a very distressing symptom, for the majority of people, the pain does 
not represent a serious medical condition. Knowing what is causing your back pain, and the 
best way of responding, may take away some of the concerns you have when experiencing 
back pain.

Back Care 
Awareness

Identifying your pain
When you sprain a muscle in your back, you may 
feel a sudden jolt of pain. This pain signal warns 
you that you need to take action in order to 
recover or prevent further damage.

However, persistent back pain is very different. 
Persistent pain no longer acts as a warning signal 
and it does not refer to any tissue damage. The 
pain signals in persistent pain, also called chronic 
pain, no longer serve a useful purpose. Knowing 
that persistent pain is often not a warning signal, 
means that you can respond differently to the 
pain. While you may think that it is best to rest, 
for persistent back pain it is actually much better 
to stay active.

Knowing that your pain does not mean that any 
structures in your back have been seriously 
damaged can take away some of the concerns you 
may have about using your back while in pain.

Back pain can originate from various structures in 
the back. Sometimes the exact location of where 
the pain comes from can be found, while in other 
cases it is less clear. Irrespective of where in your 
back the pain is coming from, the question is what 
actually caused this pain and what can be done to 
prevent the pain becoming worse or re-appearing. 

The list of factors that may contribute to back pain 
is long and not all of these are physical factors – 
we now know that psychological factors also play 
an important role.

Physical risk factors
Most people associate back pain with physical 
risk factors such as heavy lifting, twisting and 
bending and awkward postures. These can 
indeed contribute to back pain or exacerbate 
existing pain. Therefore you should pay attention 
to controlling these factors by,for example, 
using manual handling aids (lift, carts etc.) and 
ergonomically assessed workstations.

Other risk factors of a physical nature include 
vibration (for example the vibrations that a 
driver experiences when driving a car or truck), 
repetitive work and static postures.

Psychological risk factors
Our psychological well-being plays an important 
role in any pain experience. Mental stress, 
dissatisfaction at work, depression and distress 
can all play a role in back pain.

These factors may re-enforce relatively minor 
pain signals resulting in a much more present pain 
sensation. When treating back pain it is therefore 
very important to address all of these factors.

• Exercise regularly. Walking is a great place 
to start but two of our favourites are walking 
in a swimming pool and using an exercise 
bike without holding onto the handle bars as 
both are excellent are helping to build core 
strength.
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• Watch your weight. Imagine if someone gave 
you a backpack with two stone in it and asked 
you to carry it around all day. Extra weight can 
affect our centre of gravity and contribute to 
low back pain.

• Disregard the old advice of bed rest as long 
periods of inactivity will tend to cause stiffness 
and further discomfort.

• Consider your sleeping posture. The ideal 
posture is on your side with your knees slightly 
bent and pillow between your knees.

• Lift and carry correctly. Bend with your knees 
not your back, never twist and keep objects 
close to your body

• Remember that diet can effect back pain. 
Smoking, alcohol and caffeinated drinks 
dehydrate us, including our spinal discs which 
in turn can contribute to the back pain. Aim for 
2.5 litres per day

• Reduce stress. Stress can cause tension in 
the back muscles as well as effecting certain 
hormone levels within our body. Any activity 
that reduces stress is therefore good for 
our backs. Examples might be yoga, pilates, 
meditation, deep breathing or tai chi.

• Don’t be scared of painkillers. Soldiering on 
with pain can cause compensations such 
as limp and this turn can prolong or even 
aggravate pain. If pain persists remember to 
consult your GP or pharmacist to discuss which 
medication is right for you.

• Be mindful of your working environment and 
try not to get lazy. If you sit all day in an office, 
move more. If your work is heavy and repetitive 
try changing position more frequently, 
adhering to manual handling protocols and 
making proper use of equipment.

• Think Posture. Whether you’re walking around, 
sitting at your desk, texting a friend or reading 
your kindle consider maintaining the best 
posture you can as the worse it is the more 
pressure you place onto the spine. Sitting with 
your wallet in your back pocket, crossing your 
legs all the time or standing on one leg are 
common examples of poor postures we see 
most days.

• Always use your chair correctly with your 
feet flat on the floor or foot rest and back 
supported. If you aren’t sure ask your in-house 
DSE assessor.


