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Self control is an important ingredient in life, whether it be emotions, athletics, finances or low backs.  In my last article I showed there can be many causes of low back pain and a major one is suboptimal neuromuscular control. Whole books have been written on low back pain so I can only touch on a bit of information in this article. Most people understand low back over use or abuse.  You lift a heavy piano or bend over too much and you get low back pain. But less understood is why you get severe pain from trivial actions.  This is the person who reaches for a bar of soap in the shower or reaches for a mug of coffee and gets a sudden stabbing pain in their lower back.  What happen?

One possibility is micro trauma where multiple previous mini injuries over time weaken the area and this is just the straw that broke the camel’s back.  Another possibility is chronicity.  You have injured your low back in the past and now you have a weak spot.  I recently saw a series of color MRI’s (usually they are black and white) of a person who just injured their low back.  The most important spinal joint stabilizers are small muscles that run along the spine called multifidii.  The MRI shows a normal red colored muscle on day one.  But slowly on subsequent views over several weeks you see the muscle fill with a white material called fibro fatty infiltrate.  By 3 weeks, half the muscle is filled with fat.  What happen?  The person injured the joint capsule, locking up the joint and causing inflammation.  Usually you would expect the multifidii muscles to go into spasm to protect, but it would further damage the joint capsule.  The body in its wisdom doesn’t want further damage on itself so it neurologically inhibits the multifidi muscles (makes them dysfunctional) and recruits other muscles such as the erector spinae (long muscles along the spine) to go into spasm to protect. The inhibited muscles aren’t being used and they atrophy away.  Your pain goes away but now you have a muscle that is a major joint stabilizer that is half full of fat. You reach for the mug and bam.  There is nothing to stabilize the joint.
Another possibility is poor balance. This could mean structural balance as well as your ability to balance your body. If you weight 100 lbs., you should have 50 lbs on each side but let’s say you have a high pelvis on one side which shifts your weight load to 60/40.  If 2/3 of your weight is above the mid line, might it not be easier to lose control of an imbalanced structure if there is more weight on one side?  Or let’s say you don’t know how to ride a bike.  So we train you on an indoor bike. We teach you how to hold the handle bars, how to peddle, how to sit properly on the seat.  You ride 50 miles. You know how to ride, right?  We take you out doors and put you on a real bike.  You try to ride it and what happens.  You fall down.  Why?  Because you never learned to balance a bike.  A large portion of exercise is balance (neuromuscular control).  

What gives you the best body control is when the joints, nerves, muscles and central nervous system all function in harmony.  Some people think if they just exercise all will be well. Not true. They did a study in which they treated acute low back patients in two groups. In group one they just did spinal stabilization exercises and in group two they used a series of chiropractic spinal adjustments and similar exercises.  The combination group had the best outcomes.  But it only makes sense.  If the joints and muscles are dysfunctional the neuromuscular control works poorly, hence pain.  Get it all functional and it works well. The next article will review practical helps for low back pain.
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