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Introduction

When a GP has a full waiting room, it usually contains two or three 
men and women with backache. In fact, the number of people off 
work each day in the UK because of back pain would fill London’s new 
Olympic stadium.
 The UK’s national back pain charity, BackCare, estimates that in 
industrialized countries roughly 80 per cent of the population will 
experience backache at some stage in their lives.
 Recently, the British Chiropractic Association claimed that at any 
given moment, one in three of us has backache. I have a feeling that 
this figure might be a slight over-estimate, but it does give support to 
my view that this is one of the most common afflictions of the human 
race.
 Where backache is concerned, I speak from personal experience. 
Although I’m a doctor, I have had an awful lot of back trouble myself. 
Happily, I have learned how to defeat it.
 And, during the last 35 years or so, I have tried out for myself most of 
the available treatments for backache – including the ‘orthodox’ ones, 
such as medication, injections, physiotherapy and surgery, and the so-
called ‘alternative’ ones, such as osteopathy, chiropractic, acupuncture 
and the Alexander technique – and even hanging upside-down . . . 
 In this book, I’m going to tell you about all the treatments that 
could help your backache, and I’ll also be explaining how you can 
avoid future attacks of pain.
 One word of warning: there are a lot of different schools of thought 
with regard to the treatment of backache, as you will discover in these 
pages. They do compete with one another, and sometimes criticize 
one another. And my experience has been that some individuals make 
sweeping and unscientific statements in order to bolster their own 
theories or practices. 
 So if a practitioner tells you something about your case that seems 
rather improbable, don’t hesitate to ask him or her: ‘What is the evi-
dence for that, please?’ If it isn’t forthcoming, seek another opinion. 
 Please read on – and good luck!

Dr David Delvin
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Publisher’s note: This book is not intended to replace advice from your 
GP. Do consult your doctor if you are experiencing symptoms with 
which you feel you need help.
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1
Why backache is so  

common – and how to prevent it

So pain in the back is one of the most common afflictions of man – and 
woman. Why?
 Well, it’s mainly because we put our backs through all sorts of 
stresses and strains that the human spine just isn’t equipped to cope 
with. I’m talking about things like:

l	 lifting heavy weights;
l bending over – especially to pick things up off the floor;
l sitting – especially on uncomfortable chairs;
l twisting round – especially in the car;
l suddenly leaping out of bed without supporting your weight on 

your arms;
l being overweight – which increases the work the spine has to  

do.

The stresses on your back

Why can’t our backs cope with all these things? It’s because the poor, 
battered old human back is an enormously complicated structure. As 
we’ll see in the next chapter, your spine is made up of more than 30 
irregularly shaped bones, linked to one another by many quite complex 
joints. Between these bones are little discs of cartilage, which are so 
positioned that they can all too easily bulge out and press on a nerve 
root.
 The whole spine is surrounded by dozens of muscles and ligaments; 
and around it run a multitude of nerves and blood vessels. Furthermore, 
going down through a tunnel in the centre of your spine there is the 
spinal cord – the big communications channel of your body.
 Please imagine that you somehow or other managed to build a 
model of all this – say, out of Meccano or Lego. Inevitably, it would be 
an unwieldy and rather delicate structure. Now imagine furthermore 
that you got hold of this ‘model’, and bent or twisted it in various 
directions.
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 What would happen? Well, something would give way of course. 
There would be a crack or a twang, and one of the components would 
burst apart from another.
 That’s roughly what happens when we put our backs through the 
various stresses of daily life. We bend over, or we twist round, or we 
grab awkwardly at an object, and – ping! – something goes. Result: 
pain.
 Incidentally, it’s often said that it’s only humans, and other ‘walking 
upright’ animals, that get back trouble. That is not quite right. For 
instance, disc problems have been found in the spines of dinosaurs.
 However, it is true that being upright creatures, people are forced to 
put a lot of strains on the back. Unlike us, dogs and cats do not have 
to bend over in order to reach things on the ground. Nor do they lift 
heavy weights with their front paws, as we do. Neither do they sit in 
badly designed seats, or drive cars! As a result, cats and dogs don’t get 
backache as much as humans do – or so my veterinary colleagues tell 
me.
 So humankind is a bit stuck with an awkward, complex, vertical 
structure called ‘the back’, and we have to do some fairly tricky 
manoeuvres with it.
 Nevertheless, it is possible to go through life treating your back sen-
sibly, so as to minimize the strains on it. This chapter will show you 
how. 
 Let’s now have a look at the factors that are likely to cause backache, 
and see what can be done about them.

Lifting the wrong way

If I had to pick one thing, above all others, that results in humans 
getting back pain, it would be lifting. If you lift things in the wrong 
way, that puts a huge strain on your back. And, alas, most people lift 
things in the wrong way.
 When I was young, I felt I could lift almost anything – and could 
do it any old how. I used to thoughtlessly pick up heavy weights off 
the floor. I used to lift up my little daughter, and sweep her up over 
my head. I would go to the gym, casually grasp a bar-bell and jerk it up 
into the air. When playing with my children, I’d show off by lifting big 
boulders from a mountainside, and throwing them about.
 Eventually, of course, I got a ‘slipped disc’ – and that certainly taught 
me a lesson about the folly of lifting things in the wrong way.
 So what is ‘the wrong way’? Have a look at the man in Figure 1.1.
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 As you see, he is about to lift a box off the floor. He’s reaching for 
it by bending his back forwards. His knees are straight. So when he 
tries to lift the box, he’ll have to do it entirely with his back. He’ll 
straighten up, putting immense strain on his spine. This is a recipe 
for disaster.
 He may get away with this kind of lifting 20, 30 or even 50 
times – but the odds are that eventually something will give. Result: 
severe backache.

Lifting the right way

Then what is the right way to lift? Have a look at the woman in Figure 
1.2.
 You’ll observe that in order to lift her box off the floor, she isn’t 
bending her back. Instead, she has kept it straight. To get down low 
enough to pick up the box, she has bent her knees.
 I can’t over-emphasize the message that this is the correct way to 
lift things off the floor. Always bend your knees, and not your back. 
Whether you’re picking up a heavy load at work, or lifting your toddler, 
or grabbing a shopping bag from the floor, the principle is the same: 
use your knees, not your spine.

Figure 1.1 Lifting badly
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 By adopting this simple axiom, you can save yourself an awful lot 
of back trouble. Now you might say, ‘But isn’t this just transferring the 
strain to the knees?’
 That’s true. But the fact is that your knees are far better equipped for 
the strain of lifting than your back is. Admittedly, people often get knee 
injuries, and even arthritis of the knee. But, in general, these problems 
aren’t caused by lifting. Your knee joints are well able to withstand 
what for them is the relatively minor stress of lifting up a handbag or a 
laptop from the floor. In contrast, your back is highly likely to go badly 
wrong if you use it to lift things by straightening it.

Keeping weights close to your body

Up till now, we’ve been talking about lifting objects off the floor. But 
you can also strain your back by lifting things off tables, desks or 
shelves and carrying them. Have a look at the man in Figure 1.3.
 He is trying to carry a large box by holding it at arms’ length. This 
is not at all wise. If you’re lifting any significant weight, you should keep 
it as close as possible to your body. That makes life easier – and the strain 
on your back much less.
 You may be interested to know that this is an old judo principle. 
All those learning judo are taught that it is much simpler to pick up 

Figure 1.2 Lifting correctly
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and throw an opponent if you can hold him tight against your body – 
rather than struggling to lift him up while holding him half a metre or 
so away from you. 
 Similarly, if you look at the man in Figure 1.4, you’ll see the best 
way of lifting and carrying a heavy box – the object is close to his body. 
You’ll find it much easier to lift, and there will be less strain on your 
spine.

Bending the wrong way

Another activity that causes back trouble is bending – even if no lifting 
is involved. The human spine really isn’t equipped for doing things like 
bending forward and ‘touching your toes’. Nor does it like excessive 
sideways or backward bending.
 So if you keep bending over – whether it is in your job, round the 
house, or maybe in some sporting activity – there is quite a chance that 

Figure 1.3 Carrying a load badly
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something will ‘go’ in your spinal area, so that you will be left with a 
nasty backache.
 To illustrate this point, look at Figure 1.5.
 The golfer in Figure 1.5 is bending right over to tee up his ball, thus 
putting immense strain on his spine. I forecast that before too long, 
he’ll be in big trouble.

Bending the right way

In contrast, look at the tennis player in Figure 1.6.
 She is picking up a ball from the court. But, very sensibly, instead of 
bending her spine right over, she has thrown out a leg behind her, thus 
ensuring that her spine stays fairly straight. Somehow, I don’t think 
she’ll be getting backache tonight.
 But it’s not just bending all the way down to the ground that results 
in backache. Just bending a couple of feet forwards can cause problems, 
if you’re not careful.

Figure 1.4 Carrying a load correctly
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Figure 1.5 Golfer bending over badly

Figure 1.6 Tennis player bending correctly
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 For instance, many people work at tables or desks. If you’re  
sitting down, that’s fine. But consider the situation of the woman in 
Figure 1.7.
 She is an architect and, while standing up, she is working on draw-
ings and papers that are spread out on a broad office table. Every time 
she bends forward to reach something on the far side of the table, she is 
putting massive stress on her lumbar spine and on her sacro-iliac joints 
(more about them in the next chapter). 
 On a slightly more mundane level, I am the chief ‘table-layer’ in our 
house. I really enjoy putting out all the items for a nice dinner party, 
with lots of gleaming cutlery, wine glasses and candles. However, I real-
ized a few years ago that doing this while standing upright was lunacy. 
The strain on my spine as I leaned over to the far side of the table was 
really giving me ‘gyp’. So, after a couple of episodes of quite severe 
sacro-iliac pain, I changed my whole technique for table-laying. These 
days I actually lay the table while sitting down – it’s easy, comfortable 
and safe.
 A few more tips about bending:

l Does the arrangement of your kitchen make everyone bend down 
a lot? For instance, are the saucepans stored just a couple of feet 
off the ground? If so, consider rearranging things, so that objects 
that you need frequently are stashed at a convenient height – say a 
metre, or 1.5 metres, above the ground. That way, you’ll do much 
less bending.

l Similarly, if you have an office or a study, make sure that the  
stuff you most often reach for (files, reference books, pads of paper, 

Figure 1.7 Architect leaning forward awkwardly over a table
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envelopes, whatever) is kept at waist-height or higher, so that you 
don’t have to keep bending to reach them.

l Consider having the ‘on-off’ for your computer at a reasonable 
height. Very often, these little switches are somewhere down near 
the floor, making it really awkward to reach them.

l If you’re fitting out a new house or flat, consider having the power-
points at, say, hip-height instead of the usual position, just above 
the skirting-board. That way, you’ll bend much less. 

l Remember the wise words of comedian Ronnie Corbett, who once 
said: ‘These days, when I bend over to get something, I have a look 
round and ask myself if there’s anything else I can do while I’m down 
here . . .’

Sitting badly and sitting well

A lot of backache is caused by sitting in ways that throw the bones of 
the spine out of alignment. That’s why it’s so often the case that people 
stand up from chairs with a groan, and clutch their lower backs.
 There are two main things that can cause problems: the sitter’s 
posture, and the actual chair.
 Let’s begin by looking at posture. Regrettably, many of us sit in a way 
that throws an awful lot of stress on the spine. I know that for years and 
years I did this, and it contributed to my many episodes of back pain. 
These days, I’ve learnt my lesson. 
 The two most common mistakes in posture are shown in Figure 1.8.
 The woman on the left is sitting slouched in her chair, with her 
bottom far away from the back of the seat. This means that there’s 
no support for her lumbar spine, which is the bit just above her but-
tocks. Many people do this – and end up with what is sometimes 
called lumbago, a word that actually just means ‘pain in the lumbar 
area’.
 The man sitting in the middle isn’t doing too well either. As you see, 
he’s got his shoulders slumped forward, so that the upper part of his 
back isn’t supported by the chair. If he goes on sitting like this, he will 
very likely run into painful problems with his upper spine.
 However, the person on the right is sitting well. His posture is so 
good that even sitting in a chair for hours isn’t likely to give him 
backache.
 If you think that you have problems with posture, it would be well 
worth your while having some sessions with an ‘Alexander technique’ 
therapist (see Chapter 11).
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 So, we can do a lot to avoid backache by always sitting sensibly. But, 
as I mentioned, there’s an additional problem: the shape of the chair or 
seat that you’re using.

Seating

Many of those with back pain are well aware that there are certain 
chairs that bring on pain, so you obviously need to avoid these at all 
costs. At work, if you’re given a chair that causes you backache, then 
you really must insist on having it changed. No reasonable employer 
would refuse such a request. After all, if he does refuse and if you 
damage your back as a result, he might get sued . . .
 In practice, it’s mainly seating at work that causes back problems. 
At home, people generally seem to manage to pick themselves chairs 
that are comfortable, ones that don’t cause aches and pains around the 
spine.
 When in a shop buying a chair, try to find one that will fit snugly 
to the curve of your lower back, and give you a reasonable amount of 
support. Sit on it for a little while before deciding to make your pur-
chase. If it hurts you, don’t buy it.
 These days, a lot of people buy chairs and other furniture via the 
internet or from catalogues. I advise against this. If you’re going to sit 
on something for the next 25 years, you really do need to try it out 
first.

Figure 1.8 Sitting correctly and incorrectly

Incorrect Incorrect CorrectIncorrect Incorrect Correct
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 One good thing is that the design of seating has improved quite a 
lot in the last couple of decades. Chair and sofa designers are now well 
aware that if they don’t provide support for the ‘sitter’s’ spine, that’s 
going to lead to backache. 

Car seats
Unfortunately, car seats are a major cause of back pain – although 
I must admit that the design of them seems to have improved sig-
nificantly in recent years. Nevertheless, a lot of people come into my 
consulting room and say ‘The pain’s worse after I’ve been sitting in the 
car for an hour, doc.’
 If that happens to you, then the sane thing to do is to change your 
car. And when you’re buying a new vehicle, I strongly suggest that you 
spend ten minutes or so sitting in the front seat before you decide to 
purchase. Since these days we spend such a lot of our time at the wheel 
(or in the passenger seat), it’s vital to ensure that the seating is OK.

Other seats
You also need to be wary of airline seats and train seats. Airline seating 
has improved a bit in recent times, but you may find that a long flight 
gives you backache – particularly if you’re flying on one of the budget 
airlines whose seats are ludicrously close together. 
 The design of train seats is often pretty poor, particularly in the UK, 
where sadly it is commonplace for broken seating to be left unrepaired 
by the rail company. 
 Cinema seats don’t seem to give people all that much trouble these 
days, especially as the big multiplex chains seem to have realized that 
it pays to give customers a bit of space and comfort. 
 But theatre seats – at least in the UK – are often appallingly bad for 
the back. Many older theatres have a cramped seating plan that may 
have been acceptable to very small Victorians, but that gives totally 
inadequate room for a tall or even medium-height person. Many is the 
time I’ve limped out of a London theatre, ruefully rubbing the small of 
my back. (Tip: it might be a good idea to book yourself a seat on the 
end of a row, so that you can stretch out more.) 
 If you’re prone to back pain, then on planes and trains, and in 
cinemas and theatres, it may be worthwhile taking a small cushion 
with you to jam in behind the lumbar area of your spine.
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Back aids (supports)

A useful alternative are the ‘back supports’ manufactured by many 
companies. These are little purpose-designed cushions, pads or plates 
that are designed to fit into the curve of the lumbar area. Some of them 
are inflatable, so you can pump them up to whatever size is comfort-
able for you. At the time of writing, you can buy them for between £19 
and £65.
 I am definitely not recommending any particular brand, but well-
known ones in the UK include:

l Posture Curve;
l LumbarMate;
l MedAir Inflatable;
l Putnam – various models;
l MEDesign Back Friend;
l Obusforme Backrest Support.

You can buy all of the above via the internet. However, I think it’s 
better to go to a specialist back-pain shop or a large pharmacy, so you 
can ‘try before you buy’.

Twisting

One thing to avoid at all costs is putting excessive strain on your back 
by twisting. Twisting round creates dangerous stresses in your spine, 
especially if you bend at the same time.
 These days, the most common example of this is what happens 
when people are sitting in the front seat of a car. They twist right round 
to see what’s coming behind, instead of using all the mirrors. Or they 
decide that they want to get something from the back seat. So they 
twist their poor old spines through well over 90 degrees, and then bend 
over sideways in an effort to grab whatever it is they’re after. All too 
often, the result is that they feel something ‘go’ – and then get back 
pain for the next few days or weeks.
 So, if you can’t easily reach something that’s on the back seat of your 
car, leave it alone. If it’s really necessary to have it, then stop the car, get 
out, and stand outside before you reach in and grasp it. 
 Incidentally, I have found that (if you can afford it) a four-door car 
makes life a lot easier for those who are prone to back pain. While 
standing outside of it, you can get things out of the back without 
having to fight your way past the front seat. And obviously, it makes 
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getting into the rear of the car (to sit on the back seat) much simpler, 
and much less likely to put strain on your spine.
 Also, be very wary of twisting your back as you get out of bed. If 
you’re prone to backache, you should use your arms to get yourself into 
an upright position. Then swing your legs over the edge of the bed, so 
that your feet are on or near the ground. Finally, push down with your 
hands in order to stand up. 

Being overweight

Alas, there is little doubt that carrying excess weight puts a strain on 
your spine, and is quite likely to lead to backache. I say ‘Alas’ because 
the fact is that I myself have always carried too many pounds! Yes, I’m 
trying to do something about it . . .
 It is true that plenty of slim people also get back problems. But pain 
in the back is more likely to strike those who are carrying a ‘spare tyre’. 
This is simply because the spine is a delicate and vulnerable structure 
– a structure that is easily pulled ‘out of true’ by having excess weight 
hung on it.
 So if you are overweight and can slim down a bit, you will do your 
back a lot of good. 

Summing up

Backache can happen out of the blue, but very often it’s caused by 
factors that you can do something about. 
 These factors include lifting, bending, sitting awkwardly, twisting, 
and being overweight. If you keep getting back pain, it’s worth thinking 
about these things, and seeing what you can do about them. 
 In the next chapter, we’ll take a look at the structures that make up 
your back – and what can go wrong with them.
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 By adopting this simple axiom, you can save yourself an awful lot 
of back trouble. Now you might say, ‘But isn’t this just transferring the 
strain to the knees?’
 That’s true. But the fact is that your knees are far better equipped for 
the strain of lifting than your back is. Admittedly, people often get knee 
injuries, and even arthritis of the knee. But, in general, these problems 
aren’t caused by lifting. Your knee joints are well able to withstand 
what for them is the relatively minor stress of lifting up a handbag or a 
laptop from the floor. In contrast, your back is highly likely to go badly 
wrong if you use it to lift things by straightening it.

Keeping weights close to your body

Up till now, we’ve been talking about lifting objects off the floor. But 
you can also strain your back by lifting things off tables, desks or 
shelves and carrying them. Have a look at the man in Figure 1.3.
 He is trying to carry a large box by holding it at arms’ length. This 
is not at all wise. If you’re lifting any significant weight, you should keep 
it as close as possible to your body. That makes life easier – and the strain 
on your back much less.
 You may be interested to know that this is an old judo principle. 
All those learning judo are taught that it is much simpler to pick up 

Figure 1.2 Lifting correctly


