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UNDERSTANDING SCIATICA

tasks. While most back pain is short-lived and resolves with minimal intervention, most people

L ow-back pain can have a major impact on your fitness program and ability to perform simple daily

would like to avoid experiencing the pain again. The first step in prevention is knowing what
caused your back pain in the first place. If your pain was associated with a tingling down one of your
legs, you can be fairly confident that you suffered from sciatica.

Sciatica Basics

Sciatica results from irritation of the sciatic
nerve. The sciatic nerve is the longest nerve in
your body, running from your pelvis area to the
back of your thighs, where it divides into two
branches that course down to your feet. When
the sciatic nerve gets compressed, you may feel
back pain as well as pain or tingling in your legs
or all the way down to your toes.

Sciatica most often results from a herniated
disc (also known as slipped, ruptured, bulging or
protruding disc). Discs are cushions between bony
vertebrae. As people age, the discs lose strength,
making a sudden twisting motion or back injury
more likely to cause herniation. Poor biome-
chanics, curvature of the back, weak abdominal
muscles or pregnancy also increase the risk for
herniation. Spinal stenosis, or narrowing of the
spinal canal, and spondyloisthesis, or slippage of a
vertebral body in front of another vertebral body,
can also cause sciatica.

While sciatica can be very painful, permanent
nerve damage is rare. And fortunately, because
the spinal cord does not extend through the lum-
bar (lower) spine, there is no danger of paralysis
from a herniated disc in this area.

Note: If your symptoms include progressive
weakness in the legs or bladder/bowel inconti-
nence, this may indicate a serious condition called
cauda equina syndrome that requires immediate
medical attention.

Treating Sciatica

The best treatment for sciatica depends on the
severity of the problem. If the pain is interfering
with your ability to perform everyday tasks or if it
lasts more than a week, you should see your doc-
tor for a complete evaluation. Your doctor might
order some tests to evaluate the source of your
pain, prescribe you some prescription-strength
pain medicine and/or give you a steroid injection
at the site of inflammation. If your pain is particu-
larly severe and prolonged, your doctor also may
refer you to a surgeon to evaluate if surgery will
provide you additional pain relief.

Most likely, your doctor might just recommend
that you do the following:

¢ Apply heat (research suggests ice isn't as
helpful) for 20 minutes every two hours, as
needed.

¢ Relieve pain and inflammation with non-
steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs)
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like ibuprofen or aspirin as directed on the
bottle.

 Maintain your regular levels of physical activ-
ity (out avoid what may have caused the
back pain in the first place). Bed rest will not
help relieve the pain.

* Begin a physical therapy program once your
pain is adequately controlled so that you can
learn how to prevent future injury.

¢ Do some passive lower-back stretches. This
might help you feel better and relieve some
of the nerve compression.

e If your pain is chronic (more than six weeks),
a regular physical-activity program will help
decrease the pain. It also improves your
posture, strengthens your back, increases
flexibility and helps with weight loss and fall
prevention.

Sciatica is a painful annoyance that lasts for
days for most people and months for others.
Either way, it's a pain you surely don't want to
experience again. Your local ACE-certified Fitness
Professional can help you develop an exercise
program to help manage current discomfort, and
perhaps more importantly, prevent future pain.

Additional Resources
Medline Plus—Sciatica: www.nlm.nih.gov/med

lineplus/sciatica.html

Mayo Clinic—Sciatica: www.mayoclinic.com/
health/sciatica/DS00516

If you are interested in information on other
health and fitness topics, contact: American
Council on Exercise, 4851 Paramount Drive, San
Diego, CA 92123, 800-825-3636; or, go online at
www.acefitness.org and access the complete list
of ACE Fit Factsm
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