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Diagnosis and Management of Low Back Pain
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Low back pain is a common clinical condition with heterogeneous causes and challenges to manage. High prevalence and
numerous assessments result in an enormous socioeconomic burden. Clinician must conduct efficient and stepwise evaluation
process to rule out serious spinal pathology, neurologic involvement, and identify risk factors for chronicity. The process
can be achieved through the focused history taking and physical examination. Certain factors related to serious spinal
pathology include age (>50 years), trauma, unexplained fever, recent urinary or skin infection, unrelenting night or rest pain,
unexplained weight loss, osteoporosis, immunosuppression, steroid use, and widespread neurological symptoms. In non-specific
low back pain, diagnostic imaging and laboratory studies are often unnecessary and can disturb an appropriate management.
For the management of acute low back pain, patient education and medication such as acetaminophen, non-steroidal
anti-inflammatory drugs, and muscle relaxants are recommended. For chronic low back pain, behavior therapy, back exercise,
and spinal manipulation are beneficial. The evidence based approach could improve success rate of management, result in
prevention of acute low back pain from being chronic intractable pain.
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Table 1. Red flags features suggesting serious spinal pathology
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Possible etiology  Associated conditions and signs

Laboratory tests

Spinal cancer

retension

Cauda equina

syndrome
symptoms

Spinal fracture
deformity, and trauma

Spinal infection Fever, immune suppression,

unwellness, and trauma

History of cancer, age more than 50, unexplained weight loss,
nonresponsiveness to care, night pain, pain at rest, and urinary

Fecal incontinence, gait abnormality, saddle numbness, urinary
retention, weakness in limbs, and widespread neurologic

Age more than 50, osteoporosis, steroid use, structural

intravenous drug use, systemic

Blood tests and X-rays or magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI)

Surgical evaluation or MRI

Blood tests and X-rays or
MRI/computed tomography (CT)

Blood tests and X-rays or MRI

Ankylosing A gradual onset of symptoms, night pain, morning stiffness, X-rays of the spine and pelvis along
spondylitis symptoms that improve with exercise, alternating buttock pain, with blood tests

and a family history of spondyloarthritis
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