
  
Causes of Neck and Back Pain  
Research indicates that, on any given day, approximately 10% of adults must cope with neck 
pain. When young adults develop acute neck pain it is usually the result of turning 
awkwardly during the night, or playing a sport which requires quick neck movement such as 
squash. Lifting things improperly can also cause neck pain. Middle aged people are more 
likely to develop neck pain as a result of the normal degenerative changes of the discs and 
facet joints of the cervical spine.  

There are five main causes of neck & back pain: 

1 Strains and/or sprains account for the majority of neck & back problems 
If you are suffering from a strain and/or sprain you will likely have reduced mobility in 
one or more directions. Positions that demand extreme ranges of motion - particularly 
rotation - will increase your pain. So will any kind of jarring move. Usually, there are no 
neurological signs which mean no nerves are damaged. 

The majority of back pain is caused by strains and/or sprains of the back's muscles, 
ligaments and tendons. Because so many of us lead inactive lives, our muscles become 
lax and lose their ability to support the spine properly. After time, the ligaments and 
tendons can also lose their ability to function properly. If you've ever doubted how 
much pain muscle strain can cause, try holding a very heavy dictionary in your 
outstretched arm for five minutes!  
Poor posture over many years, especially for those of us who spend a lot of time sitting, 
puts enormous strain on the spine. In some cases, a person bends over to pick something 
up and the sudden exertion sends the muscles into spasm. But just as often, back pain 
creeps up slowly. You may suffer from backache after strenuous activity. Or in the 
morning. Or after sitting, or standing in one position for an hour or more. In these cases, 
poor posture is generally as much to blame as an inactive lifestyle.  

2 Disc problems are most common in neck & back pain patients under 
the age of about 40. 

If you have a disc problem, flexion, and rotation toward the side on which the disc is 
bulging, or herniated, most often causes the most pain. On rare occasions, however, a 
disc will bulge, or herniate, centrally rather than to one side; in this case, rotation will 
not increase the pain. 

In extreme cases, a centrally herniated disc may effect bowel or bladder function. This is 
a medical emergency, which may require immediate surgery. 
 
The discs between the vertebrae can also be involved in back pain. Two things can 
happen. Most commonly, the disc's outer casing, called the annulus, weakens. When this 
happens, the disc bulges, irritating a nearby nerve. Less often, the centre portion of the 
disc actually bursts, or herniates, through a tear in the annulus and pinches a nearby 
nerve. This may cause severe leg pain if the herniation occurs in the lower portion of the 
spine. This is often called sciatica. In fact, patients with herniated discs are far more 
likely to complain of leg pain than back pain. Most people who suffer from a herniated 
disc are under the age of 40.  

3 Patients suffering from spinal stenosis are most often over the age of 
45. 
Spinal stenosis patients generally find that extension - prolonged 
extension in particular - aggravates their back problem. In general, spinal 
stenosis causes chronic rather than acute pain. Many people find it 
difficult to walk any distance unless they learn how to adjust their posture 
so that they do not walk with their low back extended. This can be done 
by assuming the pelvic tilt position as a normal walking posture.  

  


