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What To Do If Your
Pain Is From an 

Unstable or Deformed
Spine

The most common defor-
mity of the spine that can cause
back pain or contribute to the
severity of painful spinal steno-
sis is spondylolisthesis. You have
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One in 20 people in North America
have the inherited form of 

spondylolisthesis 
(slippage of the spine).

A) This side-view MRI scan of the low back shows a 50 percent slippage 
(spondylolisthesis) of the L5 vertebra on the sacrum.  The spinal canal is highly
constricted from the slippage, which caused this patient to have a lot of leg pain
and difficulty walking.  B) Side-view x-ray of the same patient's low back, one year
after a bone graft was used to correct the slippage.  The bone graft was held in
place with pedicle screws and rods. 



conquered half of this book when you can say spondy-lo-lis-thesis rapidly!
Spondylolisthesis literally means spine (spondy) and slippage (listhesis).
Literally, one vertebra slips forward on the one below. Just as with spinal
stenosis, there are two forms of spondylolisthesis: the first one, isthmic
spondylolisthesis, is inherited; and the other is secondary to disc degener-
ation, degenerative spondylolisthesis (occurs as a result of disc degenera-
tion, see illustration on page 78). 

One in 20 people in North America have the inherited form of spondy-
lolisthesis. It most commonly occurs between the fifth lumbar vertebra and
the sacrum (L5-S1) in your low back, coincidentally the most common
level for disc herniation (see Chapter 5). It rarely occurs at other levels of
the lumbar spine and in the neck. The inherited defect that allows the fifth
vertebra to slip forward on the sacrum is in the bony arch that I described
to you in Chapter 6. The defect occurs in the part that connects the supe-
rior articular process to the inferior articular process (pars interarticularis
defect, a.k.a. pars defect). This defect, with or without a slippage of the ver-
tebra, first appears in the second decade of life between the ages of 10 and
20 years. It is usually discovered on x-ray when a young person complains
of back pain. However, most of the time it is painless and a person does not
know they have it. 

One of my colleague’s sons was a college football player who was com-
plaining of back pain. I examined him and thought I could feel a step off
between the two lowest spinous processes in his low back. An x-ray of his
spine confirmed my suspicion that he had spondylolisthesis at L5-S1. I let
him continue playing football while wearing a corset, and his back pain
eventually went away on its own. He is now in his 40s and rarely com-
plains about his back.

There are all degrees of spondylolisthesis, from just a defect in the pars
to total slippage of the fifth vertebra off of the sacrum and into the pelvis
(spondyloloptosis — you do not even have to try and say this word), a very
difficult condition to treat for the patient as well as the doctor. I have only
had to treat two patients with this condition in my career. Most patients
have between a 25 and 50 percent slippage. The degree of slippage does
not determine whether the condition is painful. Back pain may develop if
the slippage makes the spine susceptible to repeated sprains. The most
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