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Why do you get low back pain?  According to Dr James Weinstein, the renowned editor of the medical journal Spine,  97% is mechanically caused (structural) such as strain, sprain, degenerative joint disease of disc and facet joints, herniated discs, etc.  3% is pathological such as cancer, infections, inflammatory arthritis or visceral disease.  So most is from how you use it and not from a disease attacking you.  According to probably the top biomechanical specialist in the world, Dr. M. Panjabi, one of the major causes is “suboptimal neuromuscular control.”  What does that mean?
Look in a full length mirror at yourself.  Aren’t you good looking.  Put your feet together. Scan your structure.  Which is wider, your shoulders or your feet?  Obviously your shoulders making you built kind of like an inverted pyramid.  Have you ever tried to make a pyramid balance on its point? It’s kind of hard.  About 2/3 of your body weight is from your waist up making you quite top heavy.  Show me one building that is top heavy and stands up without significant external supports. The pyramids have stood for centuries but they are very bottom heavy. Look at your body closer.  Which is wider your head or your neck?  Which is wider your shoulders or your waist?  Which is wider your hips or your feet.  To make matters even worse you are three top heavy (almost pyramid shaped) entities all balancing on top of each other. Can you see how bending over can be a control problem. So how do you stand up and move?  Neuromuscular control.  

Look at a TV tower standing a 150 feet up in the air. What makes it stand up?  Guide wires going off in all directions.  Essentially your muscles do the same job except they are dynamic.  They move.  You don’t think about it but your muscles are constantly contracting and relaxing to hold you up and to allow you to bend and lift and climb. So you have this very top heavy structure being held upright by a very complicated neuromuscular balancing system.  How does your body develop this control?  Trial and error. Watch a young child learn to walk.  He gets up then falls down.  He gets up then falls down but slowly his body learns to control his structure in an upright position.  Like a computer it makes a program to balance and control your body weight and eventually it can get so sophisticated it is doing back flips of a high board or very complicated moves such as a skater. Once you develop neuromuscular program skills you don’t lose it. The problem is we get deconditioned and out of shape.
Try this test for neuromuscular control.  Stand on your left foot with your right knee bent.  Make sure you are in a safe place in case you fall. How long can you do it.?  If you go 15 seconds that is okay.  If you can do 30 seconds or longer without falling you are excellent.  Now put your foot down and redo the same exercise but this time close your eyes.  How did you do?  Probably not as good.   But this is an example of neuromuscular control Your brain does not know where it is in space so it relies on 3 surveillance systems that are constantly feeding it information:  the eyes, the inner ear (vestibular apparatus) and the spinal joints. It then takes this information and corrects the muscles. The first time you could have used all three.  The second time you took out sight. So you were just relying on the receptor information coming from your inner ear and your spinal joints. Old injuries to your spine cause joints, joint capsules and ligaments to malfunction. If you can’t stand eyes shut for at least 15 seconds then you have probably lost some of the neuromuscular control necessary to balance your structure and are a low back injury looking for a place to happen.  In the next article we will look at improving neuromuscular control so you don’t get back problems so easily.
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