INFORMATION
for patients

Common questions
about low back pain
Low back pain is a common problem.
Here are the answers to some frequently asked questions.

?

Low back pain refers to pain felt in the
lower part of the spine (lumbar spine), and can be
accompanied by pain in one or both legs. Back pain
often feels bad, but for most people hurt does not
mean harm or damage. Back pain often comes on
quickly (acute pain), but then improves or goes away
within three to six weeks. However, it is common for it
to come back, with some people going on to develop
more persistent or chronic pain (that lasts for more
than three months).

?

?

What is
low back pain?

Could my back pain
be serious?

Most back pain can be managed well without
doing tests or imaging to find a specific cause. Your
clinician will only refer you for tests if they think there
may be a more serious cause for your back pain.
Otherwise, in most cases imaging (such as X-rays, CT or
MRI scans) is not recommended because:
■

■

It is unlikely to change how your condition
is managed
It often shows changes that are normal for your age
and may not be causing your pain

■

It can be expensive

■

Some scans involve exposure to radiation.

?

How can mood or stress
affect my back pain?

Many things can contribute to your experience
of pain, including your general mood, your beliefs
about pain, financial problems, anger, depression,
job dissatisfaction, family pressures, and stress. It is
important to treat emotional distress as well as the
physical causes of your pain. Completing some simple
questionnaires can help identify the best treatment
and support. Ask your clinician about this as soon
as possible.

08/2022

Most people with back pain do not have
any significant damage to their spine. The pain
comes from the muscles, ligaments and joints. In
a very small number of people (around 1%), back
problems are caused by a serious condition such as
cancer, inflammatory problems, infection, fracture
or compression of the nerves in the spine. However,
this is very rare and your clinician will check for
these causes.

Do I need imaging to make
sure my back is OK?
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?

Should I lie down
when my back hurts?

Too much rest is unhelpful. Avoiding long
periods of bed rest will improve recovery. Remember
that your back is strong and designed to move. Try to
stay active and get back to your normal activities
including exercise and work, as soon as you can.
You may need to increase your activity gradually.

?

What if my pain is
not getting better?

?

Where can I get
more information?

Questions?
If you have any questions about your low back pain talk
to your clinician.
Find out more about the Low Back
Pain Clinical Care Standard and other
resources. Scan the QR code or use
the link safetyandquality.gov.au/
lowbackpain-ccs.

Speak with your clinician if your low back
pain gets worse instead of better or if new symptoms
appear. See your clinician urgently if you experience
problems with controlling urine or bowel movements,
numbness or weakness in your legs, back, genitals or
anywhere else.

Learning about back pain is an important part
of getting on top of it, and lessening the chance of it
coming back. Here are details of useful resources and
other organisations that can help.
■

■

Websites providing evidence-based information and
advice include MyBackPain and painHEALTH
Helplines and support groups are available through
Musculoskeletal Australia and Painaustralia.

Consumers should use this resource as a guide to inform discussions with their healthcare professional about how it applies to
their individual condition. The Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care does not accept any legal liability for
any injury, loss or damage incurred by the use of, or reliance on, this document.
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