
Your Better Back



No advice is a replacement for a competent doctor.  This information is not 
intended to be a substitute for the advice of your doctor, but rather a 
supplementation to your patient-doctor relationship.  This information is 
not intended to provide self-diagnosis and treatment of herniated discs.  It 
is intended to help educate patients who know that they have a condition 
that does not require surgery.  

The risks of self-care include delaying timely and appropriate professional 
care and possible risk of permanent impairment. 

ά¢ƘŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 
necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the 
bŀǾȅΣ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 5ŜŦŜƴǎŜΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦέ

YourBetterBack.com

http://yourbetterback.com/TherapeuticExercises.htm


It should be noted that in more severe disc injuries the disc derangement may be 
severe enough that it is not affected by extension or is made worse with 
extension exercises.  Listen to your body.  If these exercises or any advice given in 
this presentation increases the level of pain or causes pain to extend further 
down a leg, discontinue the exercise or activity immediately. 

Lumbar extension exercises should be introduced in a graduated and systematic 
manner.  If you cannot tolerate these exercises, you may have a more serious 
disc injury. 

Begin by testing your tolerance by laying on your stomach.  If you are able to 
tolerate this posture, or if it reduces your symptoms or reduces the extent of leg 
pain, you may progress to the next level by raising up a little by using your arms.  

No exercise program, including this one, should be started without the consent 
and approval of your physician.  
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Lumbar disc derangements are frequently characterized by lower 
back pain that is worse with sitting, bending, and compression 
(lifting).  Disc derangements, such as herniations, frequently are 
responsible for buttocks pain, sciatica, and leg pain.  While severe 
disc derangements may require surgical intervention, 
uncomplicated disc disorders are frequently managed 
conservatively with lifestyle modifications, exercise prescriptions, 
chiropractic, and physical therapy.  
What determines if my back pain requires a consultation with a 
surgeon? 
Certain spinal symptoms require an immediate surgical 
consultation:  Loss of bowel or bladder control, urinary retention, 
neurological sexual dysfunction, muscle weakness or flaccidity, 
neurological deficit, numbness of the genitalia, numbness in the 
distribution of a saddle.  
Less urgent symptoms that may need a surgical consultation 
include severe and disabling back pain or shooting pain into the 
legs that is refractory (does not respond) to other treatments and 
that lasts more than four to eight weeks. 

YourBetterBack.com

http://yourbetterback.com/TherapeuticExercises.htm


Extensionof the spine :  Arching 
your spine backward. 

Flexion of the spine :  Bending 
your spine forwards. 
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This cross-sectional 
schematic shows the 
relationship between 
the lumbar disc and 
the spinal nerves. 
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This side-view schematic 
shows the relationship 
between the disc and the 
spinal nerves.  The nerves 
leave the spine and travel to 

the various parts of the body. 
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When the lumbar disc is disrupted 
it can interfere with the spinal 
nerves.    This can result in sciatica, 
muscle weakness, and other 

neurological symptoms.

Leg pain caused by irritation of 
spinal nerves  is called sciatica.
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The premise of the extension exercises is based on the expectation that 
lower back extension  manipulates the gel-filled nucleus away from nerves.   
We know that in healthy discs bending forward  (flexion) causes a distortion 
backward toward the spinal nerves.   Extension helps to manipulate, at least 
in healthy discs, the gel away form the spinal nerves. 
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Measuring Response to  Treatment  
The successful treatment of sciatica will result in a gradual centralizing of the 
distribution of pain.

This schematic shows various distributions of leg pain in sciatica.   Treatment that results in 
centralization (symptoms regressing to a more central location) is considered to be successful, 
while treatment that results in peripheralization(symptoms extending further down the leg) is 
not successful.  If extension exercises cause peripheralization, discontinue them immediately. 
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