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Learn About Low Back Pain and Get on the
Road to Recovery
A weekly dose of pain education to help people understand low
back pain and get back to living well again.
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From the author
Thank you for finding your way to this first collection of the PainChats weekly email.
They have landed in the inboxes of thousands of people with low back pain all around the
world since 2017. These emails have been part of my mission to bring good advice and
accurate information to people with low back pain. Sadly, this information is rarely found on
the internet or in their doctor’s office.
I have been a physiotherapist for almost 15 years. I work with people that struggle to feel
comfortable and confident in their bodies. Most often, people come to me because they are
feeling pain, and having problems with their normal activities. My job is to give them help
and guidance to change their pain and get back to living life on their terms. I can do that in
the clinic with one person at a time, but the problem of pain is bigger than that.
In the time that I have been working as a physiotherapist, chronic and persisting pain
has become one of the most burdensome health conditions throughout the world. It’s
estimated that 80% of people will have back pain sometime in their life, and that it’s normal,
just like having a cold. However, 1 in 5 people world-wide are affected by persisting pain
that doesn’t stop hurting like simple back pain would. In Australia alone, persisting or chronic
pain costs the economy, the healthcare system and individuals nearly 140 billion dollars
every year. This is a problem that needs a solution.
In those same 15 years that I have been a physiotherapist, the prescription of opiate
medication for pain management has exponentially increased. These medications are
typically reserved for pain relief immediately after surgery, or for making people comfortable
at the end of life, not for everyday back pain. Over-prescribing these easily-available strong
“painkillers” has created a problem of addiction and overdose, contributing to the deaths of
almost 50 thousand people in the USA in 2017 alone.
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Underneath these problems of increasing pain and harmful medication use is the real
problem – how do we most effectively treat pain that persists? Behind the drug problem
sits the lack of accessibility to effective treatment for pain and the difficulty of taking a “whole
person” approach to the problem in a standard health care setting.
Thankfully, in those same 15 years that I have been a physiotherapist, there has also been a lot
of research about pain, what causes it and why it persists, and how people can recover
from this condition. This is the research that I use to help people in the clinic, and it should
be what all people in pain can access and use to get on the road to recovery. When I talk about
the scientific basis of persisting pain, I am always very thankful for the dedication and hard
work of these researchers who have devoted their careers to untangling the problem of pain.
Understanding pain is often the first step for people to start getting back to living well.
Too often people get told to stop moving and working, that their scans and x-rays show serious
damage rather than normal changes, and that they must stop doing things that cause pain
(even when they are the things they love to do!) When you have a modern understanding
of pain, you can understand why that is bad advice. Myth-busting, confidence-building
and scientifically-accurate information about pain recovery is what I write about in these
emails each week.
I hope you’ll share this document with other people that can benefit, and join the email list
to get new information in your inbox every week.
To your life well lived,
Lissanthea Taylor
Physiotherapist and PainChats Founding Editor

PS: I haven’t included all the references behind these posts, because not everyone wants to
look at detailed academic research. If you’d like to look “behind the scenes” feel free to email
me via hello@painchats.com and I’ll send them your way.

PPS: If you don’t join the email list, you’re going to have a three-month wait until the next
collection of weekly emails comes out – don’t keep yourself in the dark, join the list

SIGN UP HERE
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Legal Disclaimer
This ebook is not offering direct medical advice specific to you, and your unique needs. You
should always get checked out by a health professional, and rule out medical pathology
that needs medical treatment. We hope you discuss all of this information with your health
professional.
We make every effort to ensure that all the information in this book is accurate, we make
no representation about the content and suitability of this information for any purpose. All
information is provided “as is” without express or implied warranty.
We disclaim all warranties with regard to this information, including all implied warranties.
In no event shall PainChats be liable for any special indirect or consequential damages or any
damages whatsoever resulting from loss of income or profits or personal injury, whether in
an action of contract, negligence or other tortious action, arising in connection with the use
or performance of this information.
Links to other websites are provided for your information only. Their appearance on this site
does not imply endorsement or support by PainChats, nor by any of the contributors. We
cannot vouch for the currency or accuracy of the links or quality of information on any third
party sites. No liability can be accepted, nor responsibility taken, for their content.

Contact Us
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Learn
About
Pain
5th Dec. 2017

Low Back Pain is a Bad Romance
(and it’s time to break up!)
We know that low back pain keeps you from living well. It can trap you in a cycle of doctor’s
visits and medications, while you’re doing less and less of the things that matter to you.
Pain that has gone on for a long time is rarely caused by ongoing damage or injury (yes, even
the pain that really, really hurts!), and it’s scary when it hangs around for so long.
Pain like this persists because your nervous system gets sensitive, and starts to hurt as a
way of protecting you, long before there’s any risk of you hurting yourself.
Your nervous system can get over-excited and start telling your brain that there’s more
happening in your body tissues than there really is. It is not trying to hurt you, only to
protect you.
While the signals may be telling you the wrong thing, we know this has a huge impact on your
life. Pain tells you to stop doing things, or avoid certain movements, and that’s very sensible
if you’ve got an injury. However, when you’re not injured, but you’re hurting, it gets in the way
of living well.
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When you know and understand pain, you can feel safer to start returning to the activities
that matter to you. You’re likely to have some pain when you do start doing them, if your
pain “alarm system” is going off without good reasons. Starting at a low level, and building
up gradually is the way to get back to activities again.
No matter what it is that you like doing - cycling, hiking, gardening or playing with your
children - the important thing is to find ways to do these things that matter to you. Doing
things that have meaning and make you feel like you’re living your life well are critical to
retraining pain. It could only be tiny amounts at a time, but the key is to start.
Here’s how to start:
1.

Write a list of 5 things that your pain is stopping you doing, and be specific.

2.

Work out how you can break that activity up into small pieces, or small periods of time.

If it’s too much to do the whole activity, can you do something that is a starting point? Perhaps
you can’t hike in the woods yet, but you can walk around your local park?
Your challenge here is to set the goal, connect to the good feelings of doing that activity, and
then break it down in to tiny chunks to get “under the radar” of your protective nervous
system (just like eating an elephant, one bite at a time!)
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12 Dec. 2017

Has Low Back Pain Changed Your Life?
Low back pain can start for many reasons. Sometimes it‘s easy to make a good story about
what caused it, like a fall, or a heavy lifting injury. However, many people don‘t have a story
that really indicates serious injury, even with very serious pain. You might have just woken up
with pain, or it started for no good reason in a normal day, doing something like picking up a
tissue off the floor or twisting the wrong way.

Low back pain crept up on you, and it’s stopped you living well.
It‘s good to be able to go to a health practitioner that explains your pain, helps you to feel
safe and gets you back to doing the things that matter to you.
That is not how most people in pain experience health care, sadly. Too often you’re told to
take medications, stop moving and wait until the pain goes away. If that worked, you wouldn’t
still be looking for answers!
The best way to recover from persisting pain is to gradually get back to doing the things
that matter to you, when some pain is still present. Gradually increasing activity, while you
know that pain doesn’t mean that you’re damaged, is the way out of persisting pain.
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You feel your back pain in your back, but it affects many different parts of you and your
life. Pain can be understood like love, and sometimes love is hard to explain. Love doesn’t
have a location in your body, or your brain, but it’s got a lot of feeling associated with it. Like
love, pain is influenced by many, many factors.

When you’re wondering “why” you have pain, remember that pain is influenced by things
like:
1.

Your general activity level

2.

Your general health and body chemistry

3.

Your sleep length and quality

4.

Your current level of stress

5.

Your previous experiences of pain

6.

Your experiences of pain in your family

7.

What you know about your body (findings on an MRI, for example)

8.

Your happiness in your job and your social roles
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30 Dec. 2018

The Brain/ Pain Thing
I talk to people in pain everyday in the clinic, so I hear a lot of stories about the challenges of
getting good treatment for persisting pain.
I know how most people react when I mention the “b-word” - your brain - and how it relates
to pain.
When I say the b-word, eyes go blank and fists clench. Breathing gets a bit shorter and faces
get tight.
When I say the b-word, most people think I‘m telling them their pain is “in their head”.
When I say the b-word, people remember the times that their doctors have not listened to
their stories, not understood their suffering and not had the knowledge and understanding
to explain their weird and painful experiences.
All pain is real, no matter what’s causing it.

Knowledge about the role of the brain and the nervous system is slowly trickling down from
the research labs to the clinic. The researchers know many things that are helpful for people
living with pain to understand, if that research is explained well.
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Explaining pain takes practice, and practice takes time. This new understanding of pain and
the brain (and other systems) is new for your health professionals, not just for you! We know
there‘s so much suffering, and people in caring professions want to help. We‘re working hard
to learn, and work out what helps.
Unfortunately, health professionals can get it wrong. Telling people that “pain is created in
your brain” (which you may have heard people say) doesn‘t help anyone, even if it‘s factually
correct.
Professionals are starting to understand more about the mysteries of pain. I remember
how magical it seemed to me when I first started to learn and apply this science. I wanted to
tell all my patients that I “knew the answer”, and told them all sorts of weird and wonderful
facts that didn‘t help them at all.
I think it helped me to feel less powerless myself when I knew people were suffering.
I‘ve been working with this science for quite a while, so I think I can help unravel some of the
confusion, especially if you‘ve been to a Doctor or a Physical Therapist that starts talking
about your brain when it‘s your back that hurts.
Here‘s a few tips that might help you to dip your toes in to hearing some of the important
messages about pain (and your whole nervous system, not just your brain!)

Pain is protecting you, not attacking you
That sounds weird right? That‘s not what it feels like. But pain does stop you moving, keeps
you safe in bed, and certainly not playing sports or having fun. That‘s protection! It‘s really
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smart and useful if you have an injury caused by damage and trauma. Pain is there to protect
you, but it‘s not the only thing that does. Swelling, tingling, sweating, even anxiety are part
of the systems that are protecting us, and they‘re so good we don‘t even know they‘re there.

Your body is always being protected
Those protection mechanisms are like 6th senses, they know what‘s happening before
you‘re consciously aware of it. When things are getting important enough for you to need
to know about consciously, your protection systems need to make you pay attention. Pain
is an awesome way to do that! It‘s a complex system, but over time and in the right (bad!)
circumstances those protectors can get more sensitive. That‘s usually the case for people
that have pain over the long term.

Your brain is the boss
Your big, beautiful brain only wants you to stay safe and well (and not dead). If it determines
that pain is the best way for you to be safe, then pain will be there. If you‘re in a situation
with bigger threat, like a fight, you might be very hurt and not feel anything, if it means you
can escape and save your life. These are extremes examples, but your brain is weighing up
danger and safety, all day and night. This is where things like anxiety management and a lot
of the psychological techniques that are often talked about become important (but they‘re
not everything!)

Brains are always changing
We call it plasticity, but it‘s just a fancy way of saying learning. Pain is part of a learnt protection,
which is why we get so excited to tell you it CAN (and does) change.
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15 May, 2018

The First Step on the Road to Recovery
I‘ve been writing this little email once a week for half a year now, and in the time that I have
been writing, there‘s been some big research published talking about what we really should
be doing if we‘re going to treat pain well. As a physiotherapist, reading research and keeping
up to date with what science is discovering is an important part of my job. It helps me to help
you better!
These big research papers were picked up by the media, and there was a lot of criticism
of doctors about doing things “wrong”. The number of people that have low back pain is
increasing, which is a sad sign that we haven‘t got it right yet, but there‘s lots of research that
does show us what works well.
What works is the stuff you‘ve been reading here - education! Teaching people with pain
what pain is, and how they can understand it, and gradually challenge their pain barriers so
they can reset them is the key to recovery.
There‘s a big challenge with this education, and you might have even noticed it as you read
these emails.
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Learning about pain doesn‘t immediately make sense, and it can sound like pain is “all in
your head” which is wrong.
For a person living with pain, not knowing about what pain is would be like a diabetic not
knowing about insulin. If people living with diabetes don‘t know about their disease, and
how to control it with medication, diet and exercise, they would get very sick.
People living with pain are living without the essential information for self-management,
however there‘s more resources and education becoming available.
The most important part of this “pain education” is that it helps you to feel safe to move
again, even if things hurt, and you can start to retrain your nervous system. Without
knowing it‘s ok to move, and that pain is a protector, not an attacker, it sounds pretty stupid
to keep telling you to move and exercise.
When you know about pain, and why it persists, it‘s easier to challenge those thoughts that
pain must be forever. It‘s great to find a coach that understands the science of pain, and can
listen to your story, and help you to apply the science to your life.
If you don‘t have that access, it‘s good to know that slow and gradual exercise is the best
medicine there is for pain. If you can combine it with positive feelings, people you like and a
sense of achievement, you‘re doing excellent self-therapy for your pain!
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21 May, 2018

Is Your Lower Back Over Protected?
It’s common for people to come to me saying they have “re-injured” themselves, because
their pain has returned. Understandably, pain is distressing, and it‘s very difficult to stay
hopeful and positive about recovery when your low back pain returns without a good reason.
My job in the clinic is to help people understand how pain can flare up, and show them that
they‘re not weak and vulnerable, but they are overprotected. I hope I can do the same for
you, since flareups like these can happen to all of us, without any changes to your tissues.
Injuring your body takes a surprising amount of force. Pain doesn‘t give you an accurate
measure of possible tissue damage, especially if you‘ve had pain for some time, because the
systems that protect you become more sensitive the longer you have pain.
Picking up a small object, turning over in bed, getting out of a chair, a small slip or a stumble
are not things that are likely to damage your body. These are things that can annoy a nervous
system that is trying very hard to protect you, especially if you‘ve had pain for a long time.
It‘s good to know that even with increased pain, you‘re not damaged. Damaged tissue
does need a little rest and protection, but an over sensitive system doesn‘t need that. A
sensitive system need things that help you to feel safe again.
Knowing the things that help you feel safe, and reduce the sensitivity of your protection
systems is a key part of treating pain. Knowing that pain is not a sign of damage is very helpful
for many people to be able to make sense of their pain, and be able to change it. Breaking
the cycle of pain through gradually challenging the these protective systems is the key
to recovery.
It‘s not easy, it‘s not quick, but it can happen. You can retrain this sensitivity, and regain
the ability to move and load your body by gradually regaining more feelings of safety. By
trying usual things in new ways and tricking your nervous system a little, it can change. You
are always adapting and changing, right to your last breath.
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Re-Train Pain
14th Nov. 2017

Sitting is the New Smoking? Not Exactly
If you’ve read any popular health magazines or blogs in recent years, you’ve probably heard
that sitting is bad news. Sitting is the new smoking. Sitting kills. If you’re a desk jockey, you
just can’t be healthy.
It turns out that’s not exactly true. ANY sustained position can feel bad. It can annoy a
sensitive back, and can cause your body to change and adapt in ways that make it hard to get
out of your seat and get active again.
Standing for hours could be as painful as sitting. Some people feel worse standing, and
better when they’re sitting. It might not be the sitting or standing alone that’s the problem if
you’re also stressed or unhappy at work.
One answer is choosing variable positions. During the day, we need to find some hacks to
help you get out of your seat and not lose your work focus and productivity.
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Here’s some suggestions:
1.

Find ways to both sit and stand during the day, and use different positions (you know
it’s also ok to slouch a bit? You don’t have to be stiff and upright all day)

2.

Find a solution to be able to stand at your desk. No fancy standing desk? What about
a box on your desk as a low-tech solution to be able to stand for part of the day.

3.

Keep your fluids up. Drinking water (or tea, or sensible amounts of coffee) get you out
of your seat, and also off to the bathroom too!

4.

Try walking meetings, or eat lunch at a park or restaurant that is about 10 minutes
away from the office to get a break from your desk for both your body and mind.

5.

Don’t forget to look at how stress affects your body, and find some ways such as
breathing or mindfulness to get that under control.
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13 Feb. 2018

Back Pain Stresses Me Out
Stressed? Me too. We have to talk about it.
It‘s part of the puzzle of your low back pain, and seems like it’s an ever-present part of
modern life.
Has your doctor ever asked you about your stress levels? Even if they have, and you know it‘s
part of your low back pain picture, it’s hard to change it, right?
Stress is hard to manage even when pain is not a part of life.
When pain is present, it becomes another source of stress and increases lots of inflammatory
chemicals in your body. Pain also adds to worry about work and study, and if we can fulfil our
responsibilities. Pain stops us from enjoying the active, stress-relieving activities we enjoy.
How can you manage stress?
1.

Examine your thinking style and how you react to stressful situations (techniques
such as cognitive behavioural therapy has been shown to be useful for helping people
living with low back pain)

2.

Explore mindfulness techniques (also shown to be useful as part of retraining low back
pain)

3.

Be aware of your attitude and outlook on life (is your glass half empty, or half full?)

I often get my patients to write a letter to their pain, as a way of making sense of pain, and
letting out some of the anger associated with it. They find it helpful, you might too.
Take a quiet moment, and write on paper or digitally all the stuff that pain has done, is
stopping you doing, and all the ways it‘s affecting you.
You could also write a letter to your stress or to the most stressful person in your life (but
don‘t send it!) to really get to the heart of what you’re feeling.
Words are powerful for healing!
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20 Feb. 2018

A Fine Line Between Posture and Pain
Did your Mom tell you to sit up straight? How about your doctor or physical therapist?
Did people tell you to hold your stomach in and stiffen your back to stop your pain, or because
that was “good posture”?
They weren‘t telling you the whole truth I‘m afraid.
“Bad” posture doesn‘t cause pain. Pain always needs multiple factors for you to start
feeling it (and multiple ways to help it go away too!)
I hear from people living with pain that sitting in certain positions, or even sitting for any
time gives them pain. This makes life hard – how do you go out for dinner, drive a car or see a
movie if you can’t sit down?
You need to find ways to get back to sitting happily!
That can’t happen if you make yourselves stiff and rigid when sitting. Movement is a happy
place for things that hurt.
Think of how people without pain move. They don’t stiffen up, they move easily and without
effort. They don‘t even have to think about how they move.
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They just do it. They can slump and slouch, and sit in “bad” positions. They know how
to move with ease in lots of different directions. Part of the changes that happen with pain
means that this feeling of easy movement is a distant memory.
Wouldn’t it be nice to move like a human, instead of a robot? We could get back to easy
movement, and over time, less pain with movement?
Here’s a few useful tips:
1.

Learn about pain because understanding pain is a great start to recovery (a little
knowledge here will help you more than abdominal exercises!)

2.

Watch your words and how you describe things (your spine joints don‘t go “out”, spines
are not unstable and changes to discs are normal!)

3.

Pay attention to your pain noises and holding your breath! No more huffing and
sighing as you get out of a chair, it can make things feel worse. A gentle challenge for
you is to see if you can smile instead?

4.

When you move, notice your tension and let your belly go soft. Let your back relax
and stretch. Slouch a bit! Have a go, and see how moving with ease feels. It will take
some practice, but you will adapt and learn.

5.

Understand how outdated ideas about pain and rehabilitation have slipped into
popular culture, and become a myth buster! You can tell other people that discs can’t
“slip” or “go out”, that active treatment always beats passive treatment and that.

PainChats Weekly Emails

20

Copyright PainChats 2019

www.painchats.com

6th March, 2018

Finding Feel Good Factors in Low Back
Pain
There’s a lot to talk about when we start exploring your back pain and how it affects your life.
I bet it takes up a lot of your thinking and feeling too.
In these weekly emails, we’ve talked a lot about the importance of exercise and movement.
Most people think that needs to be at the gym, and it needs to feel like hard work.
I watched a great video this week about dancing therapy, and it made me wonder about
dancing as a treatment for low back pain.
I‘m not going to suggest that dancing is going to cure your low back pain, but it is a good
thought experiment.
What do you think about dancing?
Does dancing remind you of fun, of friends, and maybe even of romantic times?
Or does the thought of dancing make you feel bad?
Dancing might be nice for you, and feel bad for someone else. Your reactions to dancing (or
anything else!) shows you just how individual low back pain is for everyone.
Your happy place might be the next person‘s bad dream, and what‘s important is to
distinguish between the two, and find those happy places.
Why does that matter for your low back pain?
It matters because things that are happy places, with some movement, at an appropriate
level are a step in the right direction.
Do you like dancing? Let‘s start a little shuffle in the living room, with some music that you
like. Start where you can.
That‘s just as “real” an exercise as going to the gym (and if you like lifting things, you can try
the same approach)
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13th March, 2018

Essential Tips for Sleep with Low Back
Pain
Getting a good night‘s sleep is essential for health, and it‘s often last priority in our crazy
busy lives.
It‘s even harder to get when you have low back pain, and most people with pain report some
problems sleeping.
Sleep and pain have a tricky relationship. Not getting enough sleep can cause pain in
people without any tissue damage, and not getting good sleep can also slow down healing
for people with a new back injury.
Not sleeping well sets up an inflammatory response in your body, which can result in
overall poorer health.

No wonder we feel better with a sleep in on the weekend, or a “doona day” for mental health!
Here‘s some of the suggestions that I make to people in the clinic to help them at bedtime:

Look for ways to turn down your protection and sensitivity
Remember that pain doesn‘t give you a very good indicator of damage to your body, but it
does tell you that your protection systems are on high alert.
PainChats Weekly Emails
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They are a bit like the fire alarm systems that automatically call the fire brigade, even if you
only burnt the toast. We can see that it‘s only burnt toast, and that the firefighters are a false
alarm, but that is not as clear when we feel bad in our bodies.
Knowing about how this protective response can increase is very powerful for you to
understand with low back pain.
The first step is gentle movement. Start with relaxed movements at home (or in bed),
building up to a neighborhood stroll (preferably with something nice to see, do or eat along
the way!)

Stress Matters
Stress matters because it is part of the system that increases your sensitivity. If you‘re
sensitive and sore, and your brain is buzzing with the things going on in life, sleep is going to
be hard.
We can‘t change life just by some calm breathing, but it is useful to calm down your nervous
system. Using an app like Calm can be one way to reach the land of snooze (for free!)

Mind your Mood
Can you have pain and fun at the same time? Can you still be yourself when your back hurts?
I know it sounds like I am asking the impossible, but this is my (small) challenge to you.
It‘s important because continuing to do the things that are “you” helps to combat some
of the low mood that goes with a hurting back. Can you find a funny or uplifting movie to
watch, or a favourite book to read? Silly cat videos on YouTube? Look for the little uplifters
during the day to help you sleep at night.

Routine and Sleep Hygiene
One thing that people with pain sometimes do is try to stay up, and get so exhausted that
they can sleep, in spite of their pain. This cycle doesn‘t help, and getting overtired in that way
is another thing that can stress your sensitive protection system.
A good sleep routine, with a set bedtime and wake up time, can make a big difference once
you get used to it. Adults need 7-9 hours sleep a night, and that‘s not negotiable, so it might
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take some juggling and planning to get to bed on time. Try it for a week, and see how it can
help you.

Find Positions of Comfort
Finally, we‘re getting to things specific to how you move your back. That was a bit sneaky
wasn‘t it, leaving the “real” back stuff to this far down the list?
Remember how important it is to think about the many things that can increase your
sensitivity (and thus the many things that can help to decrease it), then we can talk about
your back.
When your back is sensitive, it‘s likely that all positions feel bad after any length of time,
and that makes getting a good night sleep difficult.
The easiest positions are likely to be in positions where you‘re most neutral and relaxed,
and supported, such as sidelying with a pillow between your knees. If it feels good, you can
try lying on your back with a pillow under your knees, and some people even find relief lying
on their stomach with a few pillows under their hips.

Smells, Sounds and Sensations
Are there things that feel nice for you that you can use in your bedroom? How can you make
yourself more comfortable?
It‘s not a coincidence that mothers sing songs and rock babies to sleep, these are comforting
things. You can create that comfort for yourself with nice smells (maybe lavender, which is
well-known to be relaxing, but you might prefer something else), nice sounds (anything from
quiet relaxing music to an audiobook), and things like darkening your room and removing
your electronic devices.
Warm and soothing heat, hot baths and showers, even heat rubs can be useful if you like
them, and they help you to get a change in the way you feel so you can nod off.
Experiment with the numerous ways that you can help yourself get to sleep, and
remember that many things that might not even seem to matter like smells and thoughts,
can have a big difference on how your back feels.
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20 March, 2018

Resetting Your Low Back Pain Alarm
Many of the people I see in the clinic tell me about something they did that started off their
back pain, and it‘s never gone away. Not always, but often, people have a good story about
the thing that started their pain.
I hear about things like lifting in the gym, gardening, running or hiking, sitting too much at
work, bending to pick up some litter, twisting around and then... their pain started.
Usually, what I hear is that people go to the doctor, they get some medication and rest a bit,
they feel better and then they try to get moving again... and the pain returns.
This leads people to think their back is damaged beyond hope, or an injury hasn‘t healed
(and doctors often think that too, and they send you off for scans and X-rays that need to
interpreted very carefully so they‘re not scary!)

In these emails every week, we talk about pain as a part of the many protection systems
that exist in our body to keep us safe in our environment. These protection systems are
interconnected, which is why you can get pain all over your body when your immune system
is fighting the flu, for example.
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Working together, your protection systems are keeping you safe. It might seem hard to believe
when pain hurts, but pain is defending you, not attacking you!
The problem is, your protection alarms are going off all the time, when you‘re doing things
that are similar to what caused your pain to start. These wonderful protection systems can
get more sensitive and protective, and cause pain with more normal activities, just in case
you might be in danger.
When you first got pain was like an attacker breaking in to your house, and now, your
protection systems aren‘t going to let that happen again!
What doesn‘t help is ignoring the alarm signals, or trying to avoid them. We have to safely
check out if those alarm systems are accurate (and mostly, they‘re not)
Here‘s three ways to check out the alarm, and try some ways to re-set it:

Imagery:
Think about something that always gives you pain, like bending forward or sitting. Pain can
often be brought on by creating a mental picture of a time or place where you usually get
pain. This is one way for people to experience how pain can happen without ANY physical
load, and realize that there‘s some part of pain that‘s caused by a sensitive alarm.

Variation:
Trying movement in different positions or new places is another way to get under the
radar of that alarm system. If bending forward hurts, can you lie on your back, and gently
pull your knees in to your chest? Sit in a chair and bend forward to the floor? Both of these
movements load your back in similar ways to bending forward, but they may not set off your
alarm system. In time, and with practice, forward bending from standing will get easier too.

Distraction:
Giving your clever brain something else to do than look out for possible dangers is another
way we can re-train the sensitivity of your protective mechanisms. I usually suggest people
to find a collection of funny videos on YouTube, or anything that is distracting for them while
they do some simple exercises, or a good engaging audiobook or inspiring music for their
walking exercise.
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Anything that takes your brain off to another place, while doing just a little more movement
than normal, helps you to see how progress is possible.
Re-setting this sensitive alarm system is the key to getting back to living well again. You
might be thinking (like many people) that this doesn‘t apply to you because you have a “real
injury” to your back. I promise you, based on the best research and evidence, that this is a
fundamental thing to get you on the road to recovery.

Most exercises that I give people with pain in the clinic, “stretches” and “strength exercises”,
are using these principles to help re-set that sensitivity and build someone‘s confidence
that they can move. Many people living with pain are strong, and have enough mobility to do
all movements, but their alarm won‘t let them use it.
Retraining pain involves looking for many ways to reduce that protection, and as always,
trying a few controlled experiments.
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3 April, 2018

Vitamin M Prescriptions for Low Back
Pain
Really? Another email about exercise?
I know you‘ve heard it before, and I know it‘s really, really hard to start moving when things
hurt.
Today we‘ll talk about how to get moving again by understanding more about how your
brain protects you (and how we can outsmart it!)
Some parts of the ways that pain persists work a bit like being afraid of spiders or heights.
Things like heights and spiders are something that we‘re instinctively a little bit worried
about, because they can be unsafe, and we have learnt that we should be careful. That‘s
pretty safe and sensible.
Some people become overly sensitive to the threat of these normal fears, and it can affect
their quality of life. People that are scared of spiders spend a lot of time worrying, and
checking, for something that‘s often not there.
That‘s a bit like the way that we can have pain when there‘s not so much damage in our
body, but we‘re checking for it anyway. Your brain is so good at protecting you that it can
do that for years after pain starts.
When pain starts, we get worried, and it hurts. It‘s a signal that we pay attention to,
because in the short term, it‘s a healthy way to protect ourselves.
Things that didn‘t hurt before, like bending or walking or carrying your groceries now do
hurt. They feel dangerous, and because we‘re clever, we don‘t ignore them.
When we‘re being careful (because we‘re smart!), we also get sensitive to more things that
we could do easily before the pain started.
When people regain freedom from things like being worried about spiders, they do it a tiny
bit at a time. They might imagine a spider, or be told there‘s a spider in the building, and
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gradually become ok with spiders, until they can see pictures, and maybe even hold one in
their hand.

So too with movement.
If the movement you do today is ten steps of walking you didn‘t do yesterday, that‘s a positive
move.
If you can move with some confidence, without fear, and even a smile on your face, that‘s a
positive move.
If you‘re doing something that you enjoy, and helps you feel more like yourself, that‘s a
positive move.
Vitamin M is the best prescription there is for you to feel better, and help decrease the
sensitivity of your protective systems that keep pain hanging around.
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8 May, 2018

Is massage good for low back pain?
I often get asked by my patients about whether it’s ok to get a massage to help their pain.
It‘s something that many people use as a therapy, and it‘s good to understand what is helpful
about massage.
What I tell people is that if massage feels good, it‘s useful. It‘s nice to do things that feel
pleasurable, and increase those feelings of comfort and safety around you. Massage won‘t
“fix” pain, but it can have some good effects on overall comfort and coping.
Not all the effects of massage come from “releasing” muscles. Touching the skin is a way we
can have a powerful effect on the nervous system. Touch is a critical thing for health, and
we seem to live in a society where we don‘t have many hugs!
If you like massage (even if it‘s massage of your feet, not your back!) it can be a nice refresh
for the sensory system that‘s always protecting you from the world.
Touch is one of the ways of stimulating the release of a feel-good brain chemical called
oxytocin, known as the “hug drug”, which has a very good effect on decreasing pain. If
massage is not something that works for you, spending time with friends or animals can help
release this happy chemical too!
Massage is another thing that can add to your feelings of safety, and whole person wellbeing,
so if it‘s in your budget, and you like it, having some sympathetic and kind hands on your skin
is a wonderful thing.
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5th June, 2018

Pace it, Don’t Race it with Low Back Pain
Recovery
Pain slows down your life and really makes you question what you‘re able to do. Pain makes
you careful, cautious and wary of doing things that are fun, and that becomes more
significant if you‘ve had pain for a long time.
When pain decreases, people take that as a sign that they‘re healed and fixed, and decide to
get back into life with gusto. I think I‘d probably do that too, if I didn‘t know about pain and
how it work.
The problem with this sudden increase in activity after pain is it usually causes pain
to return, or increase. Without good information, people assume that they‘ve injured
themselves again, or that their initial injury hasn‘t healed. It can become a negative
downwards spiral, where people‘s capabilities and enjoyment of life are much decreased.
Sound familiar?
I had lunch with a good friend of mine last week, and he‘s had a lot of problems with his back.
He‘s had some life changes that have meant that overall he‘s much less fit, and his back pain
has increased to a point where it‘s affecting his work as a photographer.
He does a good job of starting to decrease his sensitivity with exercise, and when that happens
and he‘s starting to feel ok, he plays football, and wonders why he can‘t walk for the next
week. He‘s unfit for football, has a sensitive back, and rather than work up to it, he’s taking a
seat on the back pain rollercoaster. He‘s considering a career change due to his back pain,
and I really hope he can get this idea before he takes that drastic step.
Understanding pain is about understanding protection, and the way to recovery is nudging
at that protective barrier to find ways to decrease the sensitivity. This is where pacing
becomes important.
Knowing about the protective barrier is really powerful. It helps you to know that even though
today is a good day, doing 300% more today might make you feel 200% worse tomorrow.
Doing perhaps 50% more might not annoy that sensitivity at all, and you can make more of
this better day, without getting on to a rollercoaster of symptoms and upset plans.
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It‘s also really helpful to know about pain for the bad days. Knowing about the sensitivity
boundaries helps you to plan your activities on a day when pain is increased. When you‘re
not feeling great is not a day to try to add a lot more into life (and remember stress,
expectations from others, sleep and fun all add into how sensitive your nervous system is
likely to be) but it doesn‘t mean stop moving.

On those days if you can reduce your commitments a little, look for things that are fun,
comforting and distracting and try to maintain our usual activity levels, you’re doing well. It
can be amazing how knowing you‘re safe to move can reduce the pain you‘re feeling, and
help you to challenge the protection just a little.
The short mantra I suggest to patients (and borrowed from Moseley and Butler‘s Explain
Pain Supercharged) is “Pace It, Don‘t Race It”. You can (and should) keep moving, gradually
increasing whether you‘re feeling fabulous or a bit achy, so you challenge those protection
systems, but keep off the rollercoaster of flare-ups due to big increases in activity.
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19th June, 2018

Stretch Your Mental Muscles to Help Your
Back Pain
I know we talk a lot about the brain and the nervous system here, and it‘s not going to stop,
because it‘s that important to changing pain! Like we‘ve talked about the importance of
movement for people with pain, you also need to know about the importance of psychology.
There’s many more stories coming out in the media about the impact of pain on people‘s
lives, and how that can happen when it‘s not caused by terrible damage, but by increasing
sensitivity over time.
We‘re getting over the “real pain” versus “it‘s all in my head” divide, because all pain is real,
no matter what‘s causing it. However, it‘s good to recognize that the brain is the boss in all
the things we do, so at the very least, we‘d better make sure it‘s not working against us!
Better information about pain is slowly filtering into the clinic, where health professionals
are starting to ask better questions about how pain is affecting your life, not only where
you feel your pain. They‘re getting over the idea that mind and body are separate, because
they‘re not. There is a thinking and coping side - a psychological aspect - to pain, and that‘s
especially true if it‘s continued for some time.
When your pain persists, things like fear, doubt and worry swirl around in your head,
making you wonder if you‘ll get back to work or fun activities ever again. The tricky thing is
that these thoughts can be a bit like glue, making pain stick around longer since it becomes
very meaningful to you.
Some forms of psychological therapy, like cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), have been
shown to be useful in helping people with persisting pain. It‘s a way of helping you learn
how to talk back to that voice that tells you that this pain is a big thing to worry about.
It‘s easier to talk back to those swirling thoughts when you have a good coach too.
If you’re going to take the brave step of seeking out the help of a psychologist, ask about
their qualifications, and how well they know and understand pain science. Make sure you
ask about their credentials before you see them – you need someone that knows about pain!
You could also try CBT with an online program like this free one from the Wilderman Medical
Clinic.
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Talk
About
Pain
19 Dec. 2017

The Most Powerful Question To Answer if
You Have Low Back Pain
When you visit the doctors, they rarely ask you about the story of your low back pain. They
ask you about where you feel pain, how much it hurts and how it happened.
They don’t ask you what it means to your life.
Every person touched by pain has a story. Stories are how we understand the world, and
make sense of pain.
Stories are how you’re going to understand your journey, and they point the way to recovery
from low back pain.
Doctors are busy and waiting lists are long. It feels like there’s no time to really get your doctor
or physical therapist to listen to you.
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Joletta Belton had hip pain that ended her career as a firefighter, and almost took away her
life. She is a patient advocate for people in pain and she writes an excellent blog for people
in pain.

Here’s the questions she wants you to answers (and write down) before you visit the doctor:
It will help you find your story, and give your doctor as much information as possible in a
short time.
1.

How has pain affected your life?

2.

If you didn’t have pain, what could you do that you can’t do now?

3.

How much has your personality changed due to your low back pain?

4.

How is low back pain affecting your work, relationships and fun?

5.

Who or what is helping you the most to manage your low back pain right now?
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6th Feb. 2018

Arguments Hurt your Back (love rules!)
How does your low back pain affect the people around you?
Does your doctor ask you about the people around you, and where you get help and support?
Pain doesn‘t just show up in our bodies, but also in our relationships. It can make you want
to be alone, feel like you should be alone, or make you just a bit more irritable and less social
than usual.
These responses to pain are very individual. I hear many stories from people living with
pain about how pain changes the way they relate to the people around them.
In my years in the clinic, I‘ve come to understand that many people with low back pain
struggle to feel heard and felt with their persisting pain.
Most people with ongoing pain struggle to make sense of it, let alone be able to explain it
to someone else. This can be a source of conflict and criticism, and great heartache to people
with pain.
When pain flares up, you‘re just not yourself.
Conflict and confusion with the people around you adds to the burden of pain in your life.
It affects your relationships, but did you know it makes your pain worse too?
Researchers invited people living with persisting pain to come to the lab, and bring their
husbands and wives.
They made the couples talk about how well the person in pain copes with their pain, since
this often causes conflict.
Scientists measured the words used, and how unkind they were. Then they made the people
in pain do a few physical tasks.
The people that had more difficult and hostile conversations had higher pain scores and
more expression of their pain (you know, the huffing and moaning we do when things hurt!)
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This tells us a few things that are important to understand about pain, and can help you on
the road to recovery.
1.

Emotional experiences like a conversation where you don‘t feel supported have an
effect on your nervous system.

2.

Your brain turns up your protection mechanisms when these conversations are threats.
It starts being more sensitive, and pain is one output of a protective nervous system.

3.

Learning communication skills, and finding ways to talk about pain is important. It might
be just as important as physical treatment or exercises in resolving your pain problems.

Knowing some of the weird and unexpected triggers for pain, like these conversations, helps
you make sense of why things that don‘t seem related to pain can increase your symptoms.
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27 Feb. 2018

Living Life AND Having Pain (can you do
both?)
Accepting pain means accepting changes. It doesn’t mean accepting that your low back
pain can’t change.
You might have read information that says you have to “accept” your low back pain as it is,
and learn to get on with life while you “manage” the pain.
That‘s a terrible message, and I am sorry that you stumbled across that in books, on the
internet, or at the doctor‘s office.
From the people I have talked to living with pain, I‘d guess you‘ve already been getting on
with life. I think you‘ve been doing the best that you can in the face of pain, and trying hard
to keep going on with life‘s responsibilities.
People living with low back pain have no choice but to keep going, because pain is what
you wake up to.
We know that chronic pain leaves people struggling financially, and there are no safety nets
that protect people well.
The experience that many people have in pain is that it‘s invisible to others, and people don‘t
understand. And it seems like they also don‘t care.
For many people that report that they have recovered from their persisting pain, they mention
“acceptance” as being the turning point to change.
It’s very good for people living with pain to read stories from people that have recovered from
the same condition, as a source of hope that change is possible.
Here’s what I have learnt about acceptance, and it’s role in pain recovery from my friend
Joletta Belton:
1.

Acceptance is an ongoing process, a conversation with life and your symptoms, and
not a dead-end of feeling that things cannot change.
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Acceptance is part of discovering the things that matter, and what‘s possible right
now, while gradually working towards those things that are out of reach.

3.

Acceptance requires us to accept ourselves, even in pain. When we can accept who
we are, and the things that we need to feel well and whole, then we can start to move
towards them in a way that can slide under the radar system of our sensitive nervous
system.
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27 March, 2018

Breaking Down the Back Pain Walls
Do you find it hard to tell people about your pain?
When I ask people in the clinic what their pain is like, most people take some time to find
the right words to let me know what their pain feels like.
In the past, I was guilty of putting words into people‘s mouths, but now I try my best to shut
up and listen!
Pain is the kind of experience that‘s hard to put in to words. It can be unpredictable,
confusing and scary.
Without an explanation for how your pain feels, it‘s hard to give the people around you a
good sense of what‘s going on when things hurt.
Being able to explain how pain affects you is not just important for talking to health
professionals, but also for sharing with your friends and family.
Pain which you can‘t explain builds a wall around you. It keeps you shut in, and other people
out.
Here‘s some creative ways to give the people around you a sense of what‘s going on, and
that might be a way to start talking about your pain with them.
Can you draw your pain?
You don‘t need to be an artist to use pictures to break down the wall
Does your pain have a song?
Is there a piece of music that lets other people in to your pain experience?
Is your pain in a picture?
Can you find a photograph that helps explain your pain to others?
It takes courage to be creative. It‘s certainly not standard medical advice to take up drawing
and painting and singing, but with a problem like pain, the things that help can hide in
unusual places.
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