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Important things to know
Most cases of back pain will usually get better without having to
consult your GP or another health care professional.
However, there are a number of warning signs, known as ‘red flags’
that may indicate your back pain is actually caused by something
more serious. These include:
 A high temperature (fever) of 38 C (100.4 F) or
above
 Unexplained weight loss
 Inflammation or swelling of the back
 Constant back pain that doesn’t ease after lying
down or resting
 Pain that travels to your chest, or that is high up in your back
 Pain down your legs and below the knees
 A recent trauma or injury to the back
 Loss of bladder control
 Inability to pass urine
 Loss of bowel control
 Numbness around your genitals or back passage
You should have been screened for these by your physiotherapist,
however, If you develop any of these signs and symptoms, seek
urgent medical attention.
Also seek medical advice if you are having back pain with:





Use of steroid medication for a few months
Drug misuse
A previous or current cancer diagnosis
A weakened immune system as a result of chemotherapy
treatment or a medical condition, such as HIV/AIDS.
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NICE Guidelines For Low Back Pain and Sciatica
NICE stands for the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence.
The organisation was established by the government in
1999.
Their main responsibilities are to:






Provide evidence based guidelines on how
particular conditions should be treated
Provide guidelines on how public health and
social care services can best support people
Provide information services for those managing
and providing health and social care. Cancer
Research UK, 2015

The NICE guidelines for Low Back Pain include:
 Exercise and movement often helps to ease symptoms of low
back pain and sciatica. Your physiotherapist will discuss this
with you to find appropriate exercises which you prefer to
create a home exercise programme.
 Classes including a mixture of exercise therapy and a cognitive
behavioural approach to improve symptom management.
 Avoiding the use of treating back pain or sciatica with
equipment such as belts, corsets, foot supports or shoes with
special soles.
 It is advised against offering acupuncture, traction (stretching
the back using weights or machines) or electrotherapy (passing
electric current or ultrasound waves through the body).
The full guideline is available at
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG59

5

6

7

8

9

What is Pain?
Pain is a very valuable and necessary sensation, as it is part of the
body’s protective mechanisms.
Short lasting pain usually has a specific source, and it’s
the body’s way of protecting itself against harm e.g. a
bee sting.
Long-lasting pain can often have no clear source or cause. This can
lead to low mood, decreased activity and frustration.
Research shows that persistent pain can be caused by changes to
nerves, which carry messages to the brain. Pain is 100% of the time
determined by the brain.
As a result nerves can fire on their own, or become sensitive. Now
the most harmless stimuli can become painful!
It is commonly believed that pain equals damage; however when you
stub your toe, or get a paper cut, how much does it hurt? How much
damage is there?
In on-going pain
the brain can
become
overprotective,
and harmless
movements
become painful.
Similar to a smoke
detector going off
all of the time.

Ongoing Condition
and/or oversensitised pain
system

Altered Activity

Physical Changes
(e.g.
stiffness/weakness)
Back Skills Training, 2016
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Managing Pain
Most people will experience flare ups of their back pain, or find their
pain fluctuates with certain activities, or throughout the day.
It’s important you’re aware of how to best manage this pain through
a number of techniques.
Managing a Flare Up
Flare ups are a completely normal part of back pain. You may find
your pain doesn’t follow a particular pattern, and you have good and
bad days. Try to implement the advice below if you have another
flare up:

Good things to do if you have a
flare-up:
 Ice and heat may help to
reduce pain (relax muscles)
 Keep as active as you can
 Start working on
strengthening your core
muscles
 Pace you activities (break
them up into small
manageable chuks)
 Take adequate pain
medication
 Relaxation techniques
 Join an exercise class

Bad things to do if you have a
flare up:
 Do not rest unless you have
to (2-3 days max) – This can
lead to stiffness, weakness,
loss of fitness and disability.
 Catastrophising – Most
people recover from back
pain, so try to look at it as a
relapse and not a disaster.
 To not “wait” until you are
100% pain-free to return to
normal activites.
 Remaining off work for long
periods
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Pacing
When we experience pain we tend to do less until the pain settles.
We then resume our normal activities of daily living, but often the
pain flares up again. This can lead to us doing less over time, as
demonstrated below.

Pacing refers to breaking up our day, or certain activities into
manageable chunks.
This can be difficult as we don’t normally need to do this. The
following principles can help you decide how to pace yourself:
1. Prioritise – What activity is the most important? Does it need
to be done?
2. Plan – How am I going to do this without aggravating my back?
3. Tolerance Level – How much/long can I tolerate this for?
4. Evaluate – How effective was this strategy?
Here is some space for you to write down some personal pacing
strategies:
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Goal Setting
Goal setting is a useful tool in helping you pace yourself and to see
your own improvements.
Goals need to be SMART:
1. Specific
2. Measurable
3. Achievable
4. Realistic
5. Time Based
An example of a smart goal may be:
To be able to walk for 30 minutes continuously without pain in
three weeks
Having one end goal is great, however these can take a long time to
achieve and can be demotivating. This is why creating multiple short
term goals building up to your end goal can help with your progress.
Try writing down up to three short-term goals leading up to your
long term goal. Remember to take into account your baseline (the
average amount of time it takes to aggravate your pain):
Short Term Goal 1:

Short Term Goal 2:

Short Term Goal 3:

Long Term Goal:
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Mindfulness & Relaxation
Relaxation techniques can be an effective pain management
technique, promoting muscle relaxation and calming the mind. These
will benefit you the most when done regularly as part of your daily
routine.
Breathing Exercises
These can be done anywhere. Ensure
you are in a comfortable position,
and loosen any clothing beforehand
that may restrict your breathing.
Slowly relax your entire body. Have
your feet/legs roughly shoulder
width apart.
1. Over four seconds, take a deep breath in through your
nose, filling your lungs from your tummy.
2. Hold this breath for two seconds.
3. Gently breathe out through your mouth for a count of six
seconds.
Repeat over 5 reps; stop if you start to notice any dizziness.

Other forms of relaxation which you may find useful include
autogenic relaxation. Mindfulness techniques are also useful in
helping us know directly what is going on inside and outside of
ourselves at any given moment. Mindfulness meditation involves
sitting silently and paying attention to thoughts, sounds, the
sensations of breathing or parts of the body, and bringing your
attention back to these when your mind starts to wander. Further
information can be found on the NHS website:
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/stress-anxietydepression/Pages/mindfulness.aspx#different
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Going Forward
Hopefully over the last six weeks have you learnt more about your
back pain, and some useful techniques on how to manage it.
Research is forever showing us the benefits of regular exercise.
Remember, it doesn’t end here, as we would advise you to continue
with the exercises you have been taught in the class on a regular
basis, in an attempt to maintain the improvements you may have
made and to build upon them. Below are just a few of the proven
benefits to regular exercise:


















up to a 35% lower risk of coronary
heart disease and stroke
up to a 50% lower risk of type 2
diabetes
up to a 50% lower risk of colon
cancer
up to a 20% lower risk of breast
cancer
a 30% lower risk of early death
up to an 83% lower risk of
osteoarthritis
up to a 68% lower risk of hip
fracture
a 30% lower risk of falls (among
older adults)
up to a 30% lower risk of depression
up to a 30% lower risk of dementia
NHS Choices, 2015

Regular exercise has also been shown to reduce the risk of falls, and
osteoporosis. More information can be found at:
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/whybeactive.aspx
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Exercises – Mat Work
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Exercises – Exercise Circuit
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Exercise Record Sheet – Mat Work
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Exercise Record Sheet – Exercise Circuit
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