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Condition: There are many causes of neck and back pain. The most common cause is a muscular strain.
Other common causes are osteoarthritis (wear and tear), trauma, and narrowing of the spine. Back and
neck pain may also be caused by compression or irritation of bundles of nerves in the spine. When nerve
irritation occurs in the lower back it is called lumbar radiculopathy which can cause leg and/or foot pain
and numbness. When it is in the neck, it is called cervical radiculopathy which can cause arm and/or
hand pain and numbness.

Background: About 84% of people have neck or back pain at some point in their lives. The pain usually
starts in the teens to early 40s. Your back is a complex system made of bones, discs, spinal cord, nerves,
muscles, tendons, and ligaments. About 85% of patients who seek medical attention for back pain do not
receive a specific diagnosis. Neck and back pain is a symptom. It is not a disease. Most people get
better without medical treatment. Sometimes, the pain can be caused by a serious illness.

Risk Factors: People who work at jobs that require driving or heavy lifting are more likely to have back
and neck pain. Other factors that can raise a person’s risk include tall height, smoking, mental health
disease, being overweight, multiple pregnancies, being unhappy at work, and having a low-activity
lifestyle. Low-impact aerobic exercise is the only proven treatment to prevent neck and back pain.

History and Symptoms: Pain may be dull, throbbing, aching, or sharp. Tingling, weakness, and
numbness may extend into the arms or legs and be part of the pain. It is important to pay attention to
how long the pain lasts, how often the pain happens, if the pain starts quickly or gradually, how bad the
pain gets, where the pain is, and any pain patterns. Usually, neck and back pain improves with activity
modification in a few weeks.

Physical Exam: A physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R) physician, also known as a physiatrist,
will thoroughly check your strength, reflexes, sensation to light touch and temperature. You may be
asked to walk and lift or rotate your legs and feet. It is important to go to a doctor that will do a careful
neurological and musculoskeletal exam. PM&R physicians are trained to identify and improve your
neck and back pain.

Diagnostic Process: Diagnosing back and neck pain is done mostly by asking patients questions
about the pain, their ability to do their normal activities, and how well they are sleeping. X-rays may be
used to rule out broken bones, also known as fractures, or abnormal movement of the bones. If
symptoms do not improve after a few weeks of activity modification and/or medications, then an MRI
may be used to look for problems such as bulging disc or compression of nerves; most people do not
need specialized tests because most pain symptoms will improve in a few weeks.

Rehab Management: It is important to stay as active as possible, although activities may need to be

modified. Exercises to strengthen the back and stay flexible are also helpful. Non-opioid medications,
education, injections, acupuncture, massage, and other treatments are a few of the ways your PM&R
physician can help to improve your pain.
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Other Resources for Patients and Families: Families can encourage patients to stay active but rest

when needed. Keeping a pain diary and paying attention to the things mentioned in the "History and
Symptoms" section can also help a PM&R physician treat your pain.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is PM&R?

Physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R), also known as physiatry, is a primary medical specialty
that aims to enhance and restore functional ability and improve quality of life to those with injuries,
physical impairments or disabilities affecting the brain, spinal cord, nerves, bones, joints, ligaments,
muscles and tendons. PM&R physicians, known as physiatrists, evaluate and treat the whole body,
maximize patients’ independence in their daily life and are experts in designing comprehensive, patient-
centered treatment plans to empower patients to achieve their goals. By taking the whole body into
account, they can accurately pin-point problems, decrease pain, assist in recovery from devastating
injuries and maximize overall outcomes and performance with non-surgical and peri-surgical options.
To learn more, visit www.aapmr.org/aboutpmr.

What makes PM&R physicians unique?

PM&R physicians’ training focuses not just on treating medical conditions, but on enhancing the
patient’s performance and quality of life in the context of those medical conditions. They focus not only
on one part of the body, but instead on the development of a comprehensive program for putting the
pieces of a person's life back together — medically, socially, emotionally and vocationally — after injury
or disease. PM&R physicians make and manage medical diagnoses, design a treatment plan and
prescribe the therapies that physical therapists or other allied therapists perform or that are carried out
by the patients themselves. By providing an appropriate treatment plan, PM&R physicians help patients
stay as active as possible at any age. Their broad medical expertise allows them to treat disabling
conditions throughout a person’s lifetime.

Why see a PM&R physician?

A PM&R physician will thoroughly assess your condition, needs, and expectations and rule out any
serious medical illnesses to develop a treatment plan. By understanding your condition and goals, you
and your PM&R physician can develop a treatment plan suited to your unique needs.

How do I find a PM&R physician near me?
Visit www.aapmr.org/findapmrphysician or contact your primary care physician for a referral.
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