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Mechanical Low Back Pain, Explained





There are several types or causes of Low Back Pain. Mechanical, Discogenic, Sprains and Strains and Visceral or combination thereof.





In this article, I will attempt to explain some of the causes, anatomy and treatment for Mechanical Low Back pain in an easy to understand way with additional articles to come in the future addressing other causes and Physical Therapy Management of Low Back Pain.





First a little anatomy and mechanics.  There are usually 5 lumbar vertebrae in the lumbar spine or low back. The nerves of the spinal cord run through a hole in the middle of the vertebrae. The vertebra are separated by discs which act as spacers, bushings and shock absorbers. The nerve roots exit the spinal cord through small holes on either side of the vertebrae called foramen. There are small joints on either side of the vertebrae where the vertebrae actually articulate with each other called facet or Zygophaseal joints.  Within each joint is a small piece of cartilage which is attached at each end to the joint, but free floating in the center much like a clam in a clam shell. Very close to these joints is small nerve called the posterior rami on either side.





The Disc. If we were to take a disk out of the spine and lay it flat down on a table, here is what we would see. The disc has a center which has a jelly like consistency. The outer wall of the disc is call of the disc wall, which is made up rings of a type of cartilage appearing like tree rings. When we are younger the disc wall rings are made up of type of cartilage called type 1 hyaline. 





Type 1 hyaline is has very loosely packed and hydrated cells making the wall of the disc very spongy and able to deform and return to its normal shape and enables it to act as a shock absorber for the spine. About the age of 25 our body begins to replace Type 1 hyaline with Type 2 hyaline. Type 2 hyaline is made up much more densely packed cells that are much less hydrated resulting in decreased disc height and decreased ability for the disc to deform and return to its normal shape. 





The common term for this is Degenerative Disc Disease. This is not really a disease, rather a normal age related change. The amount of this change at each individual spinal level is determined purely by genetics.





The result of this change is decreased disc height which brings the joint surfaces much closer together. If we combine this change with postural deficits such as weak stomach muscles and large gut, the cartilage in the joints can be pinched and inflamed.
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