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Suffering from back pain is no joke. One in 10 people suffer 
from the chronic condition and it is the cause of a staggering 10 
million lost working days each year in the UK. It can be triggered 
by bad posture while sitting or standing, bending awkwardly, or 
lifting incorrectly. Although it’s not usually linked to any serious 
disease, back pain is not only physically debilitating but emotionally 
distressing too. While there are numerous ways to 
treat it, there’s so much conflicting advice out there 
it’s often difficult to know where to begin. ‘’Despite 
the high prevalence of back pain, myths as to its cause 
and treatment are unfortunately extremely common,” 
says Dr Martin Johnson of the British Pain Society 
(britishpainsociety.org). Luckily we’ve rounded 
up some of the UK’s top holistic experts to dispel some 
popular misconceptions. Follow their advice and you’ll 
be on the road to a stronger, healthier back in no time.
 
“BED REST IS GOOD FOR YOU”
Many people suffering from back pain believe they 
should rest up in bed or stay sitting still, but this 
is not the case. “Sitting down increases the weight 
placed on your spine, so you should try to remain 
active,” explains chiropractor Rishi Loatey of the British Chiropractic 
Association (chiropractic-uk.co.uk). “As long as moving is 
not painful, it is better for your back for you to keep moving.” Brita 
Forsstrom, back expert and member of the Society of Teachers of the 
Alexander Technique (alexandertechnique.co.uk), says that bed 
rest is probably the ‘biggest myth’ surrounding back pain. “Prolonged 
resting can weaken muscles and there is no evidence that it helps 
the healing process,” she says, adding that you should begin to move 
gently as soon as the pain allows. “Back pain is usually accompanied 
by tight, shortened muscles and compression of the spine – neither 
of which are helped by inactivity.” A better alternative to bed rest is 
the Alexander Technique practice of lying in semi-supine for 10 to 
20 minutes. This ‘active rest’ takes the pressure off the back, allows 
muscles to release and the spine to lengthen.

To do this, lie on your back on a firm surface with your head 
supported on some books (between 2-5cm high), knees bent and feet 
flat on the surface. “This places your back in the most supportive 
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position where gravity helps release tension, particularly in the  
spine, giving immediate benefit,” says Brita. “It will also give you 
those all-important few minutes to be aware of yourself, your 
breathing, relax and pause. Pain causes further muscle tension so  
it’s important to break the cycle.”

“IT IS PURELY PHYSICAL”
“If you go to your doctor with back or other musculo-
skeletal pain, you are likely to be prescribed non-
steroidal pain killers, cortisone injections, an x-ray 
or MRI scan, and occasionally surgery,” explains 
expert iyengar yoga teacher, Leonore Bunyard 
(myyogatutor.com). “However these approaches 
do not take into account that the nervous system, and 
in particular the brain, play an essential role in the 
perception, management and experience of pain.” 

Tension and stress tend to exacerbate back 
pain, so taking steps to address stress and improve 
emotional wellbeing – such as relaxation, meditation 
and other yogic techniques can really help. Yoga 
therapy teacher Larah Davies of Ibiza Retreats 
(ibizaretreats.com) recommends the following 
deep breathing technique: “Bring your hands to 

your belly and take five long slow deep breaths, inhaling for four 
and exhaling for six. The longer exhales calm the nervous system, 
which is fired up when there is pain in the spine.”

“PAINKILLERS ARE ESSENTIAL”
“Paracetamol is often a go-to drug for back pain, however studies 
are emerging which suggest it actually has little benefit,” says Martin. 
Ibuprofen and other anti-inflammatory painkillers also come with 
associated risks. “While they may be effective at temporarily reducing 
pain, they are responsible for approximately 20,000 deaths every 
year in the UK and are designed only for short-term use,” cautions 
Sebastian Pole, ayurvedic practitioner, herbalist and co-founder of 
Pukka Herbs (pukkaherbs.com). Instead try taking naturally anti-
inflammatory herbs such as turmeric, which have a similar effect. 
“The natural antioxidant capacity of turmeric also encourages cellular 
regeneration and repair within the muscles; a healthy alternative for 
those suffering with chronic pain,” says Sebastian.

Using  
ibuprofen too 

early can delay 
the healing 

process  

BACK PAIN 
MYTHS
Think you know everything about back pain? Think again! 
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“IT NEVER GOES AWAY”
“Initially, back pain can be very painful,” explains 
physiotherapist Andy Baldwin of Physio Plus 
(physioplus.org.uk). “Damaged tissue causes 
an inflammatory response through the release 
of prostaglandins and histamines but actually 
this response helps the tissues repair, so using 
anti-inflammatories too early can delay the 
healing process.” When you first hurt your back, 
complementary therapies can be very effective, says 
Andy. Spinal mobilisation and manipulation can help 
change the way the tissues respond to stress and reduce 
pain while acupuncture can reduce muscle spasm and 
pain. Osteopathy can help to modify how tissues react 
and therefore reduce pain and improve movement 
while herbs can work with the body’s natural healing 
response to treat the painful tissues. 

“EXERCISE FIRST THING  
IN THE MORNING”
Keeping your back strong through regular exercise is 
vital, but you need to choose your times carefully.  
“A lot of injuries to the back occur as a result of 
bending in the first half hour of waking,” cautions 
Rishi. When you get out of bed, you’re better off 
gently walking around then trying stretches later 
in the day. Also avoid doing sit ups to strengthen 
your back. “While they do strengthen the upper 
abdominals, they put increased amounts of pressure 
in the discs in your lower back,” she says. “You 
should try other abdominal exercises such as the 
plank instead.” In the evening, Larah recommends 
the following yoga posture to relax muscles holding 
tension around your spine. “Lie down on the floor 
with knees bent and legs up over a chair, place a 
cushion under your bum, take 20 breaths in for four 
out for six. This will relax the muscles holding tension 
around the base of the spine. When you exhale draw 
your knees into your chest to stretch the lumber spine 
and press the sacrum to the earth which is relaxing 
and nourishing for all muscles in that area.”
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