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How to Prevent 
Back Pain From 
Ruling Your Life

I was in my late 20s when I had my
first attack of back pain. I realized that I
was not taking good care of myself. I had
been a college lacrosse player but
stopped exercising regularly after gradu-
ation. I also made the big mistake of tak-
ing up smoking — during medical school,
no less! With a combination of sitting in
classes for long hours, lack of exercise,
smoking, and a family history for bad
backs, it was inevitable that I would suf-
fer an attack of back pain. 

Although I had already stopped smoking by the time
of my first back-pain attack, I had not yet resumed exer-
cising. I vowed to begin a lifetime of exercise so that I
would never suffer like that again. My father, who lived a
sedentary life and smoked, suffered repeated attacks of
back pain, whereas my mother, who exercised daily and
did not smoke, never had back pain. I began to emulate
my mother, and started exercising on a regular basis. To
this day I have a propensity for backaches, but I have never
suffered from a disabling attack like my first attack of back
pain. My wife and I walk four miles a day several days a
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CHAPTER 11

How can I keep from having 
back pain again? How can 

I control the chronic pain that I
have? How can I keep from 

getting bent over when I get older
like my grandmother? How can I
keep my children from suffering

like I have from back pain?



week, and I am also otherwise physically active. My MRI scan shows that
I have multiple degenerated discs in my spine. 

The medical literature substantiates what I have personally experienced
and what I have observed from my patients: staying physically fit and not
smoking are the two best things you can do to decrease the frequency and
severity of back-pain attacks. It is that simple; and you have complete con-
trol over your own destiny! 

Everyday things to avoid 
in order to prevent back pain

There are a few other suggestions regarding your everyday activities
that will help keep you from having an attack of pain. There are certain ac-
tivities that can bring on attacks of neck and back pain that may not have
occurred to you. You may not associate these activities with your pain be-
cause it frequently does not come on until a day or two after doing them.
One of these is sitting on the floor. When I sit on the floor and play with
my grandchildren, I invariably will develop back pain a day or two later.
Other activities that will do this are lifting heavy travel bags into the over-
head compartments of airplanes or, even worse, lifting bags off the
carousels in baggage claim. Usually this requires that you quickly snag a
heavy bag (if it was light you would have carried it on) and then twist as
you lift. Lifting a heavy object while twisting and being off balance is a very
bad move for your back.

It has been shown that, to prevent back pain, children should avoid
carrying heavy book bags. Weight lifting is not good for children and ado-
lescents, and hyperextension sports such as gymnastics are associated with
back pain in adolescence. 

Sleeping on your stomach can bring on neck pain, particularly if you are
not accustomed to doing this. I have found that sleeping in this position is
more difficult as I get older and develop more degenerative changes in my
neck. Looking up for any extended period of time, such as by sitting too close
to the stage in the theater, cleaning ceilings in your kitchen, or watching
overhead fireworks, can bring on attacks of neck pain. Conversely, I almost
always develop neck pain after reading an interesting book for a few hours
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