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27 Things YOU Can Do To 
Relieve Back Pain
A lot of people get it.

Some experts estimate that 80% of the U.S. population will battle with it at least 
once in their life; some get well quickly while others struggle for a lifetime. And, 
we spend around $50 billion a year dealing with it.1

It's low back pain.

As I write this, I am a fifty-three year old (young) man with degenerative joint and 
disc disease of nearly all of my spine - cervical, thoracic, and lumbar - and about 
18 months post-disc herniation of the fourth lumbar intervertebral disc. And, it 
was a doozy. Large, and unwieldy. Many people thought I would end up in 
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surgery. 

I didn't.

And, I feel really good today as I do most days but when I don’t feel so good, I have a “toolbox” I 
turn to. I did a lot of things to help me recover from that injury and I'm going to share with you 
some of them relating to dealing with pain. For those of you who have had a disc herniation and 
the accompanying leg pain, you probably know what it's like. For me, the experience gave me a 
whole new perspective on what it means to be a "patient" and to deal with chronic, unrelenting 
pain.

I am a physical therapist and performance coach and have helped tens of thousands of people. 
I've conducted over 20,000 consultations and over 100,000 training sessions. I've worked the 
extremely weak and de-conditioned to the extremely fit and competitive athlete and I’ve used the 
very things I teach to help heal and strengthen my own body.

And, I want to help you.

The Back Pain Toolbox

Copyright 2009 to present Doug Kelsey. All rights reserved.  
7



THE MYTH: BACK PAIN GETS BETTER ALL BY ITSELF
Now, physicians have been taught, and many still believe this, that low back pain will just get 
better on its own no matter what you do. In fact, between 80-90% of people with the first onset of 
lower back pain will be symptom free within a few months.

For some, the symptoms really do fade within six or eight weeks. But, for over half, the pain 
returns within one year and often becomes a most unwelcome and rather permanent house 
guest2. 

The care people receive varies widely. To find out just what people with a complaint of back pain 
actually get, a group of researchers in North Carolina contacted 5,357 households and found 732 
adults with chronic low back pain3. Of the 732 people, 590 had sought medical care. Here's what 
else they found:

• 31% had taken a muscle relaxant in the last 30 days. 
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• 60% had taken a narcotic in the last 30 days. 
• Greater than 33% had some form of imaging study done (MRI, CT SCAN) in the past year. 
• Less than 30% had seen a physical therapist.

•3% had been in a spine rehabilitation program. 
•Levels of depression were high. 

Depression is a common finding in people with chronic back pain 
and is compounded by a feeling of hopelessness about the 
situation. Chronic back pain carries a very high emotional tax (and, 
yes, all pain has an emotional tax but back pain seems to be one of 
the worst types. Nearly, 54% of people are depressed prior to the 
onset of their pain.). You worry. You wonder if you'll ever feel better 
or do the things you once loved to do or even come close. Day 
after day you get caught in a vortex of anxiety and discouragement. 

Life is grey. 

The passive nature of treatment - drugs - for so many people with lower back pain can 
unintentionally add to the weight of hopelessness. Sometimes the drugs are helpful and needed to 
get people moving but as this study shows, few of them ever land in a program designed to help 
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get them moving in the right direction. Instead, they take medication and hope until their hope is so 
thin and frail it cracks. Some fill the cracks with despair; some bitterness; others use resentment. 
The fix is as fragile as the crack itself. 

With such a variety of treatments and with a somewhat less than interested attitude from the 
medical professions, what do you do?

Well, there are a lot of things you can do to relieve your back pain and at the same time reduce 
your risk of recurrence. In fact, there are at least 27 things you can do.

Let's get started.
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#1: GET CLEAR

First, get clear. Not all back pain is the same. Even though the pain may be in your back the 
source of that pain could be elsewhere. So, if you notice any of the following, get thee to thy 
doctor quickly for an assessment: 

• Pain during the night. 
• Unexplained weight gain or weight loss within six 

months.
• Pain at rest. 
• Pain that fails to improve after 6 weeks. 
• Bowel or bladder disturbances. 
• Fever. 
• Major muscle weakness or foot drop. 

Assuming that the back pain you have is musculoskeletal, here are 27 things you can do, and I've 
done them all, to relieve the pain and discomfort.

Not all back pain 
is the same.
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Remember though, these things may make you feel better but you only become truly better with 
physical training. Optimal function requires optimal training.

WHAT ABOUT DRUGS?
 I'm referring to pain medication; not recreational drugs. Sometimes, pain medication cannot be 
avoided. There were times, in the middle of the night, that the pain in my leg was so severe, so 
torturous, I was willing to do just about anything to get rid of it. Vicodin helped. Ultram helped 
more. But, here's the thing. Be very careful how often and how much you use. My advice is use it 
only when you absolutely must. And, then when you feel like you're at that point, put it off for five 
minutes. Then, five more. Then five more. And when you just cannot put it off for another five 
minutes, then, take the medication.

Pain medication alters your perception of pain and how the pain is processed in your brain. I've 
had many clients complain that someone told them that their pain was "In their head". Well, I have 
news for you. All pain is your head. Pain does not live where you feel it. It lives in your brain. When 
you cut your finger, your finger does not hurt. Your brain tells you that the tissue has been 
damaged in your finger and creates a painful experience. Don't believe me? There is a rare 
condition called "congenital insensitivity to pain with anhidrosis" or CIPA. This condition allows you 
to feel things but not feel pain. So, you could place your hand a hot stove and completely burn all 
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of the tissue off your hand and never know it. Or, you could break your leg and see the bone 
sticking out through the skin and think you could still walk on your leg because nothing hurts. Pain 
is in the brain. Medications alter that pain processing region. So, for back pain, you may feel a lot 
better but it's a bit like having CIPA expect when the medication wears off, you now feel it.

Pain is real. Pain is whatever you feel and how ever you feel it. Don't let anyone tell you that what 
you feel is not real. Now, pain can sometimes be from emotional distress including low back pain 
without much of any physical injury. That doesn't make it any less real. It does call for a different 
kind of approach to solve it but it's still real.

Pain has three dimensions: physical (injury or disease), mental (what you think about it) and 
emotional (what you feel about it). It's the blending of these three things that gives pain such a 
unique stamp for each person. A unique severity, intensity, duration and often an equally unique set 
of tools to resolve it.

When you hurt and when you hurt bad enough, what you want first is relief. And then, once you 
have a sense that you can control the pain, reduce it, eliminate it, you'll have more room in your 
mind for the idea that what you really need to do is increase your physical capacity; your ability to 

The Back Pain Toolbox

Copyright 2009 to present Doug Kelsey. All rights reserved.  
13



produce and absorb force. But, first, pain relief is king.
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#2: 90/90 POSITION 

This is one of the most comfortable positions for many people with lower back pain and often will give immediate 
relief. The reason is that in this position, your spine is exposed to very low pressure and your muscles can relax. To 
use the 90/90 position, do the following: 

• Lie on the floor with your lower legs on a chair or sofa (so, your knees and hips will be at or close to a 90 
degree angle - hence the name "90/90"). You may prefer to place a yoga mat or thick blanket on the floor for 
extra padding. Some people also are more comfortable with a few pillows under their upper back and neck.

• Close your eyes and breathe slowly inhaling using your diaphragm and exhaling through the mouth. You know 
you're using your diaphragm when your belly rises and falls with each breath. 

• Starting at your feet, completely relax the muscles in your body. 
• Lie still for 10 minutes or longer.
• Do this three times per day or as needed. 
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#3: 90/90 POSITION WITH ROCK AND ROLL

This uses the same position as 90/90 but instead of 
placing your legs on a chair, you place on a Swiss Ball 
(sometimes referred to as an exercise ball, stability ball). 
Swiss Balls come in different sizes so get the one for your 
body height (you can buy Swiss Balls at most sporting 
goods stores, Walmart, Target). In the 90/90 position, 
gently rock your lower legs to the right and left a few 
inches. Move slowly and make sure you're only moving 
your legs back and forth 3-4 inches. You should not have 
to work much at all to move the ball. Practice breathing as 
described in the "90/90 position". Do this as long as you 
like and as often as you like.
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#4: PRONE POSITIONING
If lying on your back is ineffective, you may be a person who responds better to prone. Lie face down on a bed or 
the floor. Place a pillow under your abdomen and use the back of your hands as a support for your head. Practice 
the breathing technique. Lie still for ten minutes. Do this three times per day or more as needed.

#5: ELBOW PROPS
 Once in the prone position, to increase the effectiveness, try propping 
you self up on your elbows with your forearms on the floor allowing you 
lower back to completely relax. Hold the position for a count to 10 then 
return to the prone position. Repeat 10 times. Do this three times per 
day.
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#6: PRESS UPS
This is the progression from elbow props. Once on your forearms, press up 
onto your hands as far as you can comfortably. Hold the position for a slow 
count to 10. Repeat 10 times. Do this three times per day.

#7: GETTING OUT OF BED
 I learned the hard way to use this very old-school technique, one I learned years ago, but refused to use because I 
was stubborn. But, it really helps when your back hurts a lot. Roll onto your side but do this all at once. Don't twist 
the lower on the upper body or vice-versa. Once on your side, drop your legs toward the floor as you also push up 
with your arms. Voila. Sitting. And, it hurts very little to do this.
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#8: ICE
Or a cold pack will work and may be more practical. Either way, the application of cold kicks off a series of pain 
inhibiting actions in your brain and spinal cord. Some people love the way a cold pack feels while others, it seems to 
make them feel worse. Place a dish towel between the ice pack and your skin. This is to prevent any risk of "freezer 
burn". If the ice pack is too cold, you can actually burn your skin. Do not lie on top of the ice pack. Lie down either 
on your side or prone over a pillow. Apply the towel and the cold pack for ten to fifteen minutes. This should provide 
enough of a stimulus to reduce your pain. Repeat as needed.

#9: HEAT
Moist heat generally seems to be more effective than dry heat. Options include a hot water bottle, an electric heating 
pad, microwaveable hot packs. Heat relaxes your muscles, sends anti-pain signals to the brain, and alters blood flow 
in the superficial muscles of the back. As with cold packs, protect your skin with toweling. Use as directed in the 
section on ICE. Avoid heating the area for longer than about twenty minutes or your skin may not be able to cool fast 
enough.
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#10: SELF- MASSAGE
Touch is a very powerful anti-pain technique. The touch created by various forms of self-massage cause your brain 
to reduce the intensity of nerve impulses traveling on pain nerve fiber. Massage can also improve blood flow, reduce 
muscle tension, and create a general state of relaxation. But, some forms of massage may be too intense. Deep 
pressure techniques work for some people but others find them too painful.

• Tennis balls. Nothing fancy here. Just take two tennis balls,place them in a tube sock and then lie on the 
floor, in the 90/90 position, with the tube sock across your lower back. The tennis balls should be on the sides 
of your spine.  

• The Stick Self Roller Massage. This is a flexible rod with multiple rollers on it. You can bend it, apply 
pressure and roll the device over sore areas.  

• FitBall Therapy Release Balls. A milder version of tennis balls with varying sizes to fit the area you need to 
treat.
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#11: MOTORIZED MASSAGE PAD

These devices typically have metal balls about the size of a golf ball embedded in a vinyl material. You place the pad 
in a chair and rest your back against it. The metal balls roll up and down your back 
either in a straight line or in a cylindrical fashion. I've found the best results when 
you use this device in a recliner along with a heating pad. You may also need a 
towel added on top of the device as some people feel the pressure from the 
metallic balls is too much. If you use this device while sitting up, you'll have a hard 
time relaxing. Your muscles have to work to hold you up. But, in a recliner, tilted 
back about 30 degrees, you'll find it to be quite soothing. Use this for 15 minutes 
2-3 times per day.

One the reasons that this device works is that the massage not only effects your 
muscles but also lightly moves your spinal joints. In the joints are receptors - anti-
pain and muscle relaxers - that are activated by this light jostling motion. Therapists 
will sometimes use their hands to create the same effect.
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#12: POOL WALKING
The enemy of the spine is pressure. Too much pressure from sitting, stooping, twisting, or lifting and your back will 
likely hurt. Walking in chest deep water reduces the pressure on your spine by more than 50%. Many people 
experience complete relief of symptoms while walking in water. Wear water shoes to protect your feet as you'll be 
walking for several minutes. Make sure the water temperature is warm enough for you; comfortable. Walk to chest 
depth and then walk back and forth through the water. Take your time. It's not a race. Ease into the walk. Enjoy how 
it feels. Some clients like to listen to their iPods while doing this and combining meditative /  relaxing music can be 
very enjoyable. Walk as long as you like but most of our clients walk 20-30 minutes at a time.
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#13: BACK SUPPORTS
The research on back supports is not very encouraging for preventing back injury and the evidence is inconclusive 
on using lumbar supports as a treatment. But, lumbar supports have been shown to 
reduce undesired motion of the spine and after an injury, this can be very helpful. There are 
two types of lumbar supports that I suggest. One is very rigid and the other is less so. Both 
are fairly expensive but they work well.

The first support is the V-Lock. The unique feature of the System-Loc is that when you 
secure it to your body, the brace lifts the lumbar area up slightly. It de-loads the region a 
small amount and is a very stabilizing brace. 
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The second support is the Don Joy Lite. This brace is comfortable and has a unique locking mechanism that 
tightens around your lower back yet doesn't feel like it's squeezing you.

Back supports are not intended to be worn forever. They are not a fix for back 
trouble but are used more like crutches for a sprained ankle. The whole purpose 
of the brace is to help you get out of the brace.
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#14: INVERSION TRACTION
These devices are tilt tables that allow you to tip your self upside down while your 
feet are anchored in a clamp-like holder. The machines I use allow you to control 
how much tilt you produce. I do not advise inversion boots or any device that tips 
you all the way upside down. This can create dangerously high blood and 
intracranial pressures. You should not use inversion traction if you know you have 
high blood pressure or any of the following conditions:

• Hiatus Hernia 
• Glaucoma 
• Dizziness 
• Osteoporosis, recent unhealed fractures, medullary pins, artificial hip joints or 

other orthopedic supports surgically implanted 
• Cardiovascular insufficiencies in the limbs 
• Head injury 
• Fainting spells 
• Acute spinal injury 
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• Disoriented if upside down 
• Weak or frail 
• Retinal detachment 
• Cerebral sclerosis 
• Recent stroke or transient ischemic attack 
• Heart and circulatory disorders for which you are being treated 
• Acutely swollen joints 
• Chronic sinusitis  
• Motion sickness or inner ear disorders 

I used, and still do from time to time, an inversion table. But, one of things I like to do with it is rock - like in a rocking 
chair. I put on some music, lock in, and rock back and forth but I usually don't tilt more than about 20 degrees below 
horizontal and I never tilt completely upside down. You don't need to take advantage of the machine. Just by tilting a 
bit below the horizon, you lower the pressures in your spine. The rocking action is soothing to me. Maybe not for 
you, but with music you might really enjoy it. I generally rock back and forth for 10 to 20 minutes at a time.
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#15: WALKING
Sounds too simple, I know. But, walking is one of the best things you can do for your spine. Some people though 
with spinal stenosis or advanced degenerative joint disease will find walking uncomfortable but the majority with 
garden variety low back pain will not experience an increase in pain.

When I was recovering from my disc herniation, I would walk everyday with my dogs. I would walk until I hurt and 
then I would walk just a little more. I listened to music. Talked to my dogs (they are some of my best friends after all) 
and some times just meditate as I walked. I eventually worked up to between 10 and 13 miles a day. I'm sure it was 
one of the reasons I recovered as quickly as I did and as thoroughly.

But, there is a way to walk and a way not to walk. The way to walk that helps your spine is to brace (see the section 
on bracing), stand tall, step lightly and lean forward slightly. Be very aware of how your foot hits the ground. You 
should walk as lightly as possible. The way to NOT walk is just to sling your feet along, slumped posture, joints 
snapping or pounding onto the ground sending a jarring sensation reverberating up your spine.

Walk as much as you can. Do not despair if it's 100 yards or less. Just start. When I started, I could walk about 3 
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minutes and had to quit. Remember, I got to 13 miles. It can be done.
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#16 LUMBAR ROLL
A large deflated beach ball works nicely as a lumbar roll as does an inflatable Zafu - a meditation cushion you sit on. 
Inflate the beach ball just a bit and place it against the lower back while sitting in a chair. You can adjust the amount 
of air in the ball to suit your comfort level. Some people prefer the firm lumbar rolls. It doesn't matter really. It's what 
feels good to you. I like the inflatable type because I can change the amount of air in it based on the chair I'm in and 
the way my back reacts to it. I have one in my car, at the office, in my work space at home. I sometimes even take 
one with me to the movies as the chairs often don't fit my back very well but with an inflatable support, I feel great.
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#17 CAPSAICIN
Capsaicin is an ointment that contains the active ingredient in a chili pepper. It is a natural pain reliever. To apply, use 
a small amount and rub it over the painful area. Wash your hands thoroughly after application and do not touch any 
other part of your body especially your eyes. I made the mistake once of inadvertently wiping my eyes before I had 
washed my hands. The pepper is very hot and in your eye can be quite a problem. After you apply it, you'll notice a 
warm to hot sensation. This is why you should use a small amount for the first application to determine how your 
body will respond. Perspiration will increase the effect of the chili pepper. Warm soapy water will remove it. 

Be patient. Pain relief is often not immediate and can take up to four weeks. Capsaicin works by interfering or 
depleting a chemical involved in the transmission of pain impulses to the brain known as substance P. As more of the 
substance P is depleted, fewer pain impulses are transmitted.

Capsaicin is available over-the counter at groceries and drug stores. Common brands include Capzasin-HP and 
Zostrix.
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#18: COMFREY ROOT OINTMENT
A recent study showed that applying an ointment with comfrey root extract to the lower back reduced acute low 
back pain by 95%.4 And, just to be sure that it wasn't the massage that did the trick, people who received an 
ointment without the comfrey root also improved about 40%. So, the comfrey root appears to relieve acute low back 
pain better than just massaging a ordinary moisturizer on your back. 

But, what exactly is "acute" low back pain? I'll bet that most people don't know or they take the word "acute" to 
mean "intense". The National Institutes of Health defines acute low back pain as lasting "a few days to a few weeks." 
Sorry to be picky, but is a few weeks three? four? six? 

Here's my interpretation. Acute low back pain lasts less than one month. Sub-acute low back pain lasts up to three 
months and anything over three months is chronic. 

If you have acute low back pain of less than one month, comfrey root ointment might be worth a try rather than 
something like Advil, Motrin, etc. But, if you don't feel better within two weeks, get some help. When acute low back 

The Back Pain Toolbox

Copyright 2009 to present Doug Kelsey. All rights reserved.  
31

4 Efficacy and safety of comfrey root extract ointment in the treatment of acute upper or lower back pain: results of a double blind randomised placebo controlled 
multicentre trial Online First Br J Sports Med 2009; doi: 10.1136/bjsm .2009.058677



pain turns chronic, everything gets more difficult. 

#19: HIP HIKES
This is an active motion of the hips and pelvis that you perform while either lying on your side or your back. Try lying 
on your side first. Bend your hips and knees slightly until you feel comfortable. Then, gently hike your hip up and 
down. This will be a small movement. The hiking action engages muscles that connect to your spine and the small 
movements help the joints to self-lubricate. It's a good exercise to use to reduce pain and prior to getting out of bed 
in the morning. Try 2-3 minutes several times per day. 
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#20: ZERO GRAVITY CHAIR
This chair is built based on the position astronauts assume in space. It is the 90/90 position without being 
completely flat on your back. The chair is amazingly comfortable 
and is one of my work stations in my home office. I can sit for hours 
in this chair without any problems. Expensive, yes, but well worth 
the money. I have several clients who absolutely love this chair. 

You can tilt the chair back in any increment you want allowing you 
to frequently change your position. If you do a lot of computer 
work, consider adding a laptop desk and use a laptop. I have a set 
up like this in my home office. It works great.
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#21: MEDITATION
Quieting your mind leads to mind - body relaxation and relaxation reduces pain 
and releasing anxiety about tomorrow. A group of seniors all with chronic spine 
pain went through eight weeks of meditation practice. They meditated for about 
thirty minutes, four days per week. Over 80% of the participants completed the 
study and had significant reduction in pain and a corresponding increase in 
function. There are a variety of techniques but here's what I use: 

• Find a position that's comfortable (but not too comfortable or you might 
fall asleep). 

• Choose mantra - a phrase or word that you repeat in your head. it can be 
anything but it works better if you choose something that is easy to 
remember and has some meaning to you. Some people choose words 
like "peace", "love", "patience", or "SO HAM" which is pronounced so-
hahm and is Hindu for "I am He".

• Close your eyes. 
• Breath slowly from the diaphragm.

Quieting your 
mind leads to 
mind - body 

relaxation and 
relaxation reduces 

pain.
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• Say your mantra on inhalation and exhalation. I say, "SO" on inhalation and "HAM" on exhalation. I find it 
soothing. 

• Allow thoughts to drift in and out of your mind. When you first start meditating, you'll likely have monkey mind. 
Your thoughts will jump from place to place. The mind resists quieting. Let the thoughts come and go. I am 
successful and unsuccessful with this. Some days, I can clear my head but sometimes at night, if I wake up, 
monkey mind abounds. I try anyway.

• Aim for just a few minutes your first several days and then gradually increase the duration. Trust me. Thirty 
minutes is a long time for most people. 
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#22: STEADY STATE CARDIO EXERCISE

Aerobic exercise or also known as "cardio" started in the late '60s and early 70s by Dr. Kenneth Cooper (and is now 
often known as "steady state cardio" to differentiate it form other forms of exercise that cause the heart and lungs to 
work). He published his first book, "Aerobics", in 1968 and started a whole new 
craze known as "jogging". Prior to then, people didn't jog believe it or not. His 
research in aerobic exercise helped us understand just how powerful it can be. 
Walking for two miles in just thirty minutes, three days a week reduces your risk 
of heart attack by 58%.

But, how does aerobic exercise help your back pain?

The term "aerobic" is used to describe an exercise that raises demand for oxygen. 
This demand forces your heart and lungs to work harder and your body to create 
new blood vessels to deliver the oxygen. Tissues need oxygen to heal and grow 
stronger and blood is the highway for the delivery. The more roadways you 
have, the more oxygen can be delivered. Your back needs oxygen just like any 

The Back Pain Toolbox

Copyright 2009 to present Doug Kelsey. All rights reserved.  
36



other body part and sometimes back pain stems from inadequate oxygen supply.

The disc that sits in between the spinal bones gets most of its blood from vessels in the bone. The rate at which 
blood flows into the tissues - the disc, the ligament around it (the annulus) and other tissues is called the “perfusion 
rate”. The increase in body temperature from the exercise demand increases the perfusion rate.

Aerobic exercise also causes the release of anti-pain chemicals in the brain sometimes referred to as endorphins or 
the "runner's high". Theses substances blunt the pain experience and it can last for several hours.

Some good choices for steady state cardio are:
• Walking briskly. 
• Using an elliptical machine.
• Swimming. 
• Using a Nordic Trak ski machine. 

You want to perspire from the exercise and this often takes 5-10 minutes for most people. Then, once you've started 
perspiring, start the clock and continue for about 20 minutes and follow this with a 5 minute cool down period.
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#23: SLEEPING OPTIONS

Some people with lower back pain are really uncomfortable at night while trying to sleep. The fix can be frustrating 
and difficult to find but here are the things I suggest you try before you spend a lot of money on a new mattress 
(unless of course your current mattress has the support of a dense cloud):

• Do some gentle movements - Rock n' Roll - before bedtime. This helps relax you and your spinal tissues 
so that you can find a more comfortable position for sleeping.

• Try sleeping on your side. Place a pillow under the side of your body just above your hips. This will help 
reduce stretch on fragile tissues. Everyone's hips are wider than the spine, women more so than men. During 
the night, the pull of gravity will cause a slow stretch on muscles, tendons, ligaments and once the pull 
exceeds the tissue's ability to resist it, you'll hurt and then set off a series of muscle contractions to protect the 
area. You will have to experiment with the pillow density and thickness to find the right one for you. 
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• Make sure you also place a pillow between your legs. If you don't, one leg will fall forward of the other 
and create torque in your spine - like wringing out a dish rag. I like a king size and one that is very stiff 
or dense. 

• Try sleeping on your back. In this case, you'll want a pillow or two under you knees and may need a very 
thin pillow under your back. 

• Avoid sleeping on your stomach. This forces you to turn your head 90 degrees and creates a mild torque 
through the spine. Also, although very rare, you can kink off an artery in your neck which could lead to stroke. 

• Tempurpedic mattress topper. This is a 2 inch thick memory foam that sits on top of your mattress. Some 
clients just rave about it. Others, not so much. It's expensive but not as expensive as a new mattress. 

• A New Mattress. There's no proof one type of mattress is better than another. I have tried the Tempurpedic 
and the Sleep Number Bed (which is what I have now). I liked both but my wife didn't like the Tempurpedic 
(although I liked it a little more than the Sleep Number). I also have tried a standard mattress; top of the line 
brand. My spine is sensitive to activity and then inactivity so I like being able to adjust the pressure of the Sleep 
Number Bed. Having said that, my wife and I stayed in a Wyndham Hotel in Dallas recently, and I slept so 
soundly that I wanted to just buy the bed and take it home. It's made by Serta.

•  But, this brings up another point. Sometimes, the change in location has a lot to do with how well you 
sleep as odd as that might sound. Our brains can associate all sorts of things, some positive, some 
negative, with an environment. Our trip to Dallas was a vacation filled with feelings of relaxation, 
happiness, fun. So, those feelings coupled with a decent bed may have lead to a sound night's sleep in 
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spite of advanced degenerative joint disease as I have. When you come home from a vacation, you enter 
into a different world. Lots of demands, stresses, etc and even though you may be happy and generally 
in a good mood, your life is not like the vacation life. So, consider creating a "hotel room" for your sleep 
and that leads to something called "sleep hygiene": 

Sleep Hygiene for Excellent Sleep: 
• Create a sleep haven - your bedroom should welcome sleep. In your sleepy den, the temperature is 

comfortable (generally cool), lighting low, bedding is inviting, comfortable and the room is free from 
distractions. Avoid stimulating your mind with television news, surfing the Internet with your laptop or reading 
the next page turning book. If you are having difficulty falling asleep, reserve your bedroom for two things: 
sleep and sex. 

• Prepare your body for a great night's sleep - exercise several hours prior to bedtime, avoid eating close to 
bedtime (less than two hours), avoid alcohol (drinking alcohol one hour prior to sleep will induce sleep but 
interferes with sustained, deep sleep and the effect worsens as you age. Some studies report as long as six 
hours prior to bedtime can interfere with deep sleep.) and try a warm bath one hour prior to bedtime (the rise 
and fall in body temperature will make you sleepy). 

• Prepare your mind for a great night's sleep - if you are under high emotional or mental stress, your mind 
will work during then night searching for solutions giving you a fitful nights sleep. Sleep recharges your brain 
and clears your mind. Before you go to bed, write down your concerns, worries, or questions and then create 
an action list. The act of writing will help purge your mind of the need to find answers and your sleep will 
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improve (praying is also a good way of getting issues off your mind). This will help - it certainly has helped me. 
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#24: LET'S TALK ABOUT SITTING

Sitting is hard on your spine. I know that seems strange since it appears that all your doing is, well, sitting. But, the 
pressure on your back from sitting is much higher than in standing or lying down and it's the pressure that can 
sometimes create back pain.

At one point in my career I consulted with various companies on how to reduce back pain in the workplace. One 
very large and well known technology company had a policy that if you injured your back on the job, you would be 
placed on "light duty" which was sitting at a desk doing all sorts of desk related work. It took many discussions with 
the management to change their mind about how sitting was not light duty for the spine.

But, many times, we have to sit - at least some of the day. Here are some tips to improve your sitting which will 
improve your spine:

• Find out how long you can sit comfortably. Then, sit no longer than 50% of that time. Get up, walk around 
a few minutes then sit back down. If the time you can sit comfortably is less than fifteen minutes, you probably 
should find a way to do your tasks standing or reclining. I've found that interrupting your work flow every fifteen 
minutes is too distracting to get anything done. 
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• Get the right height and depth of chair for your body. If the chair seat is too deep or too shallow, you 
won't be able to sit properly and that is also true if the chair is to high or low. The ideal position is IMAGE with 
description. 

• Get a chair that reclines - at least some. Reclined positions lower the pressure in your spine by about 30% 
You'll be more comfortable and get more done. 

• Use an inflatable lumbar support. I prefer the inflatable type because you can adjust it to your spine and 
what feels good to you. The "Back Pillow" is a good option. 

• Shift your sitting positions frequently. Sit all the way back in the chair for several minutes, then on the 
edge, then half way. Alter the height a bit up or down. This frequent changing of the angles prevents an 
accumulation of pressure leading to overload.  

• Use a Zafu, partially inflated, in your chair to sit. A Zafu is a device that you use while meditating - you sit 
on it usually on the floor. But, I have found that if you inflate it a bit and place it in your chair, it changes the way 
you sit. You tend to sit more upright and you can shift your weight side to side, back and forth. Your spine 
loves this. 
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• Use the Cello position in sitting. Notice how a cellist sits t play the 
instrument. The buttocks are near the edge of the chair, the feet are 
apart and staggered, the spine is upright. This is good alternative 
position to adopt while sitting at your desk or even in a meeting.
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#25: YOGA
Not all positions and poses are a good choice for someone with back pain but Yoga has been shown to be effective 
in helping people with back pain. You'll need to ask the instructor or inquire at the facility about good options. In 
Austin, YogaYoga has a good class designed for people with low back pain.

#26: KINESIOTAPE
Technically, you can't do this all by your self but it's so easy and effective, I decided to add it to the list. Kinesiotape is 
a lightweight, elastic type of tape that you apply to your skin in various patterns. As you move, the tape lightly tugs 
on the skin sending anti-pain signals to your brain. The easiest way to apply it is to have a friend or loved one cut 
two strips of tape about 12 inches long. Then, lie face down with a few pillows under your chest so that it will create 
an arch in your lower back. Apply one strip of tape on each side of the back starting at the low back and extending 
up. You can wear the tape for three days and even shower in it. Very few people have adverse reactions to it. To get 
the tape, here's the link: http://www.kinesiotaping.com/
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#27: THE CAR
When your back hurts, driving can be a nightmare. Automobiles aren’t built to support and care for your spine so 
when you've had an injury, you have to figure out how to adapt to the automobile. Here are the things that I have 
used to survive riding in a car:

• Getting in and out of the car. Open the door. Turn your back to the seat. Slowly sit down and use the car 
door to help lower your self into the seat. If you need to, help your leg, one at a time into the car. If your back 
can tolerate lifting each leg, lift one in, turn a bit and lift the other in. 

• Use an inflatable lumbar support. This is one of the most helpful things you can do. Nearly everyone who 
has done this has told me how much less back pain they have while riding or driving in a car. 

• Adjust the seat height and depth so that you're reclined a small amount. Remember, reclined sitting 
produces much less pressure on your spine and you'll tolerate sitting a lot better. 

• Adjust the position of the seat - forward, back, up, down, back - every fifteen to twenty minutes. 
Your spine will feel better if it's not left in a static position over the course of the ride. By making these small 
adjustments, you keep that from happening. 

• Drive for an hour, stop the car, get out, walk around for a few minutes. This may not be practical for 
some trips but if it is, do your best to get out of the car every hour. It's like giving your spine a breath of fresh 
air.
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SUMMARY
There are of course a number of options if you include practitioners who can either treat you or work with you in 
some fashion in addition to the 27 things I described. They have widely varying philosophies and sometimes even 
contradict each other (but, interestingly, still help people!). But, this book was focused on the things you can do to 
relieve your back pain and not all of the options available.

Once you have devised your anti-pain regimen, remember that you're only about half done. You still should develop 
an exercise routine designed to recondition your body and improve your physical capacity. This doesn't guarantee 
that you'll never have back pain again but it will reduce your risk and improve your quality of life.
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