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The contribution of back muscles in low back
pain

Weak back muscles as a contributory cause of
chronic low back pain syndrome have been
discussed by many investigators Schede (1966),
Nachemson and Lindh (1969). Nachemson
pointed out that the strength of the spinal
muscles is of doubtful importance for the
prevention of back pain, whereas he concluded
that the muscle strength of the abdomen can
protect the spine. It remains to be clarified
whether a weakness is primary or secondary to
back pain. It is believed in this Department that
well trained muscles, especially abdominal wall
muscles, can prevent back pain.

Walters and Morris (1972) studied the
electrical activity of the trunk muscles and found
no decrease of activity of back muscles and
abdominal wall muscles in patients wearing
lumbar supports during walking, whereas in
standing they found a decrease in EMG activity.

Prescription indications

The purpose of supporting the lumbar spine is
to permit ambulation while allowing local rest of
the low back. In cases of persistent low back pain
due to instability of posterior facet as a result of
arthritis four different supports or braces are
prescribed (Table 1).

Even when supports are used for acute
episodes they sometimes have to be applied for a
prolonged time. In these cases physical therapy
is given to strengthen the trunk muscles and
provide muscular stability. Good results have
been obtained by training patients in Back
Schools (Forsell, 1981).

The use of supports in cases of acute ruptured
discs mostly increases the radicular pain because
of increased venous blood flow through the
intraspinal canal venous plexus. This can add
additional compression to the irritated nerve
root. Elastic lumber supports do not immobilize
the spine. Extreme flexion and extreme
extension is restricted, whereas lateral bending
and rotation is unaffected.

Conclusions

A back support can restrict, but not prevent
motion in the lower lumbar region. It seems
highly unlikely that any device applied to the
body can effectively splint the lumbosacral
region.

A support produces primarily abdominal

compression which transforms the abdominal
cavity into a semi-rigid cylinder capable of
transmitting stresses through the abdomen
rather than through the spine (Morris et al. 1961;
Morris, 1974).

Knowing this, the prescription of a low back
suport or brace can be helpful in the treatment of
low back pain. Many patients obtain
symptomatic relief of pain from their use. For
sure the relief of pain has also some physiological
reasons.

There are many lumbar supports with the
same basic construction but called by different
names, they differ in the kind of materials used in
their fabrication and in the pads.
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