PATIENT INFORMATION

Low back pain and sciatica

What are low back pain and sciatica?

Your lower back is the part of your spine between the bottom

of your ribs and the top of your pelvis. This part of your spine is
designed to be strong and allows you to turn, twist or bend and to
stand, walk and lift. Most people have an episode of low back pain
at some time in their lives. It will usually get better with time, but it
is not uncommon for low back pain to return.

Sciatica is pain that originates from the lower back and travels
down the back of the leg to below the knee. The pain is

often described as sharp, shooting or burning pain. It may be
accompanied with low back pain, pins/needles, numbness or
muscle weakness. Most cases of sciatica occur in the fourth and
fifth decades of life. For most patients, sciatica symptoms get
better by themselves.

What causes low back pain and sciatica?

A specific cause for low back pain cannot be identified most of the
time. This does not prevent treatment and recovery.

The sciatic nerve is derived from multiple small nerves from the
lower back which run down the leg to supply certain muscles
and areas of skin. Sciatica is usually due to inflammation or
compression of one or more of these small nerves in the spine
caused by disc protrusions or other structures in the spine. Your
doctor can examine you and advise if sciatica is a cause.

Often x-rays and scans show changes such as disc bulges or
arthritis. These changes are common as we get older and will also
occur in people without any pain, so the findings are not very
helpful. For people with low back pain, x-ray or scan reports are
not very good for identifying the cause of the pain.

How are low back pain and sciatica
diagnosed?

Low back pain and sciatica is rarely due to serious causes. In the
emergency department one of the most important tasks is to
rule out serious causes of your condition. A doctor will ask you
questions about your symptoms and examine you to exclude any
concerning features.

In most cases of low back pain, additional investigations such

as x-rays and blood tests are not needed, especially if there are
no concerning features in your assessment. In these situations,
performing investigations can sometimes cause more harm than
good.
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For people with sciatica, often there is no need for us to do a scan
immediately because sciatica usually improves rapidly. We would
only use imaging if your sciatica continues or gets worse, or if
there are signs of pressure on the nerves in your back that might
indicate the need for further investigation and referral.

Treatment

The main goal of treatment is to help you find ways to manage
your pain and return to your usual activities. While the pain can be
severe, the good news is that low back pain and sciatica will usually
get better with simple treatment and time.

In the meantime, there are a lot of things you can do to help
reduce and manage your low back pain and sciatica.

The key points to remember are:
» Bed rest is not recommended and can delay recovery.

» Return to your usual activities as soon as possible. It is important
to keep moving with activities such as walking as much as your
pain allows. Staying active helps recovery and to prevent long-
term problems.

» You may need to use pain-relieving medication to help you stay
active. Your doctor will advise you about the best options for
your condition. It is usually best to take them regularly initially to
allow a gradual return to your normal activities.

« If you are working, a program of modified duties or reduced
hours of work may be needed for a short period. This applies to
work at home as well.

Patients with certain conditions may be referred to see a specialist
such as a rheumatologist or neurosurgeon for further assessment
or treatment. Most of the time, surgery is not required. A
physiotherapist can assist with exercises, advice and treatment to
help with current pain as well as prevent any future back pain.

Home care
» Concentrate on managing your pain and staying active.

« Change positions regularly. It is fine to sit, stand or walk as much
as comfortable, but you may initially find it difficult to tolerate
any one position for long periods of time.

o Keep moving. Walk as much as you can and gradually increase
the distance. Initially you may need crutches or a walking frame.
As pain allows, return to your normal activities, including school
and work.
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o Aheat-pack can help relax your back muscles and decrease
the pain. It can be applied for up to 20 minutes every hour, as
needed. Check your skin after five minutes; if a rash or irritation
occurs, remove the heat pack.

» Take pain medications as advised by your doctor. These may
include paracetamol or ibuprofen. You may be given stronger
pain medications for a short period to help you get moving.
These are usually only used for the first few days and then you
may be changed to another medication. Avoid driving a car or
operating machinery if the pain medication makes you drowsy.

 Physiotherapy can assist in providing you with advice, treatment
and exercises to help your recovery and prevent reoccurrence
of your pain.

How can | prevent back pain?

There are a number of lifestyle factors that can contribute to

low back pain. These include being overweight, lack of physical
activity, smoking, poor sleep and stress. Addressing these factors
can help prevent further episodes of back pain.

Seeking help

Cabrini Emergency Department (ED) is staffed by experienced
emergency doctors and nurses 24 hours a day, 7 days per week. If
you have any questions about your ED treatment our qualified ED
staff can be contacted on (03) 9508 1500 at any time. If you need
to return to Cabrini ED for ongoing care we would be glad to take
care of you again and if this occurs within a week of your initial
consultation the doctor’s fee will be bulk-billed.

You can also expect to receive a phone call or SMS message
from one of our emergency nurses the day after you have been
discharged. The nurse will be able to clarify any aspect of your
diagnosis, treatment, or follow-up.

In a medical emergency return to Cabrini ED if it is safe to do so
or go to the nearest hospital emergency department or call an
ambulance - dial triple zero (000).

Return to Cabrini ED if you have:

Alteration of bowel or bladder function, especially inability to
pass urine or bowel movements

Altered sensation in the ‘saddle’ region (the bottom and
between your legs)

Significant loss of power or altered feeling in your legs

Significant worsening of your symptoms
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Want to know more?
« Contact Cabrini ED on (03) 9508 1500

o Contact Cabrini Access on (03) 9508 1700 for our
physiotherapy programs for low back pain

» Ask your local doctor or healthcare professional

« Visit the Better Health Channel at www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au

Accessing Cabrini physiotherapy

Please contact Cabrini’s Rapid Access Physiotherapy service using
the booking details below.

When booking your physiotherapy appointment, please advise
the clinic you are from Cabrini Emergency, and you require a
Rapid Access Physio appointment.

You will receive a thorough assessment by a physiotherapist with

experience in low back pain management who will provide a
comprehensive and individualised management plan.

Key benefits of this service:

» Evidence-based assessment and treatment in line with the

Australian Clinical Care Standards for low back pain

 Your physiotherapist will have access to relevant documentation

relating to your Cabrini emergency visit, to ensure continuity of
care

» Our physios work collaboratively with Cabrini doctors when

necessary

Where
Cabrini Specialist Centre — Elsternwick, located at
494 Glen Huntly Rd, Elsternwick (parking onsite).

Cost
We are offering a 50% discount on our initial assessment fee for
patients referred from Cabrini Emergency Department.

How to book
Please call (03) 9508 1700 or email access@cabrini.com.au

Your booking:

(Write down your appointment details)




