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Spine anatomy 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
There are several biopsychosocial factors that can influence chronic pain: 

Your spine is an extremely robust 
structure and is designed to allow a 
large range of movement in many 
different directions.   

You can find more information on spine 
anatomy here:  

The Spine: Anatomy and Function 

https://spinehealth.org/article/spine-
anatomy  

https://spinehealth.org/article/spine-anatomy
https://spinehealth.org/article/spine-anatomy
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• Physical health: muscle and joint function, normal movement patterns or “guarded” / mal-
adaptive / unhelpful movement patterns  

• Social: doing things you enjoy, meaningful connections, living a life aligned to your values 
• Psychological: thoughts, beliefs and emotions. Stress management 
• Lifestyle: sleep, nutrition, activity levels / exercise 
• Genetics: our genes / hereditary factors i.e. what makes up your body 
• Anatomical and Patho-anatomical: our anatomy and disorders of our anatomy and bodily 

structures 
• Neuro-physiological and neuroendocrine systems:  the function of our nervous and endocrine 

system.  Chemicals within the body e.g. neurotransmitters and hormones 
 
Often it is not 1 factor alone causing pain, instead, it’s a combination of some or all of the above.  The 
bottom 3 are factors we do not have control over.  The top 4 are factors that we usually have some 
element of control over.  This is why pain management usually focuses on these.   
 
 
To learn more about pain check out some of these links: 
  
What is pain? | British Pain Society 
https://www.britishpainsociety.org/about/what-is-pain  
 
Live Well With Pain 
https://livewellwithpain.co.uk/resources-for-people-with-pain/ten-footsteps-to-living-well-with-pain/ 
 
Understanding Pain in less than five minutes (English subtitles) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYOi1AD5mOk  
 
Understand pain strand - Living Well with Pain 
https://livingwellpain.net/understand-pain-strand  
 
 

https://www.britishpainsociety.org/about/what-is-pain
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flivewellwithpain.co.uk%2Fresources-for-people-with-pain%2Ften-footsteps-to-living-well-with-pain%2F&data=05%7C02%7Csarah.keating%40nhs.net%7Cba31a9562ad2404d3ec308dca58e0857%7C37c354b285b047f5b22207b48d774ee3%7C0%7C0%7C638567276640757289%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=cC3y8LhW5Fpdm5f9Y3HbGLHl04IhlgEa4NNbh3grsx4%3D&reserved=0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYOi1AD5mOk
https://livingwellpain.net/understand-pain-strand
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#1 What Is Pain?   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rSgnFIJKY08  
 
#2 The Brain Creates Pain  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=857ujR0p43Y 
 
 
Exploring thoughts about pain and acceptance   
 
Spinal degeneration: 
 
Spinal degeneration / spinal osteoarthritis (OA) are age related changes that happen over time, for 
example, disc and spinal degeneration, disc bulges and protrusions, spondylolisthesis.   
 
This image is from an article that found these spinal age-related changes on the MRI’s of people without 
lower back pain.   
 
It shows that from age 20 people without pain can present with any of these changes. As shown the 
prevalence of these issues increases with age. By our 80’s, 100% of these pain free individuals had disc 
degeneration.   
 
This tells us that age related changes are a normal part of the aging process and do not always result in 
pain.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rSgnFIJKY08
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=857ujR0p43Y
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Mind-body Connection 
 
An example of a common cycle showing the effect of the mind-body connection when you have chronic 
pain: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACT THERAPY: Pain Medicine Group: Interventional Pain Medicine: 
https://www.painmedicinegroup.com/blog/act-therapy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.painmedicinegroup.com/blog/act-therapy
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The CBT Model of Emotions 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can learn more about this by watching this video: Pain thoughts, feelings & actions 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZfcfNvYKUI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZfcfNvYKUI
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Acceptance 
 
Shifting the focus from pain to things that are 
important to us, while accepting the pain and thoughts 
and feelings that can come with the pain.  
 
By shifting the focus to things we value or enjoy, we 
can bring more of these things into our lives, while 
accepting the pain that does come with it.  This can 
create a richer, more enjoyable and more meaningful 
life and can improve your fitness and wellbeing.  It is 
about living well with pain, rather than not enjoying 
activity because of the pain.   
 
Skills that can help to shift focus:  
 

• Relaxation 
• Deep breathing 
• Mindfulness  
• Regular physical activity or exercise 
• Considering what we value most and setting goals around this 
• Immerse yourself in nature 

 
To learn more about this watch this video: Pain and Me: Tamar Pincus talks about chronic pain, 
acceptance and commitment - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUXPqphwp2U  
 
Other useful resources:  
 
Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) 
https://www.wyevalley.nhs.uk/services/community-services/pain-management-service/acceptance-
and-commitment-therapy-act.aspx  
 
The Choice Point: A Map for a Meaningful Life 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OV15x8LvwAQ  
 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
https://www.gloshospitals.nhs.uk/your-visit/patient-information-leaflets/acceptance-and-commitment-
therapy-ghpi1606/  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUXPqphwp2U
https://www.wyevalley.nhs.uk/services/community-services/pain-management-service/acceptance-and-commitment-therapy-act.aspx
https://www.wyevalley.nhs.uk/services/community-services/pain-management-service/acceptance-and-commitment-therapy-act.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OV15x8LvwAQ
https://www.gloshospitals.nhs.uk/your-visit/patient-information-leaflets/acceptance-and-commitment-therapy-ghpi1606/
https://www.gloshospitals.nhs.uk/your-visit/patient-information-leaflets/acceptance-and-commitment-therapy-ghpi1606/
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The goal is to layer in lots of healthy habits over time, to improve health and function, which will allow 
you to do more of what you enjoy and want to do. To improve your quality of life, despite pain, rather 
than reducing pain  
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Values: 
 

• Are a general expression of what is important to us, who we are and what we stand for in life.  
 

• They are helpful to think about because shifting the focus to your values and what you enjoy can 
bring more of these things into your lives and, therefore, create a more enjoyable and meaningful 
life (as well as improving your fitness and wellbeing).   

 
 
Goals: 
 

• They are like stepping stones that help us move towards an overall vision or living a life in line with 
our values.   
 

• Long term goals are more achievable when broken down into smaller goals / steps. 
 
• Understanding our values helps us set goals that have meaning and value to us.   

 
 

 
 
When building new habits, focus on marginal gains: aim for 1% daily improvement. 
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Communication 
 
• Many of your symptoms will vary over time and are invisible to those around you.  This makes it 

hard for other people to understand what you are going through.   
 

• If you can find a way to communicate to the people around you, what your needs and abilities are, 
you have more chance of them being respected. 

 
 

How do we communicate: 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Tips for good communication:  
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Activity management 
 
Boom and Bust Cycle 
 

 
 
We can often either overdo activity and push ourselves too much, or underdo activity and withdraw and 
avoid, or move back and forth between over and underdoing.  These types of behaviours can actually 
increase our pain.   
 
Patients with chronic pain often reports that over months, or years, their general level of activity tends to 
decrease e.g. I can’t walk as far as last year.  This is often the result of being stuck in the boom-bust 
cycle.  This is where pacing may help.  
 
 
Pacing: 
 

Pacing is a self-management technique to take a balanced approach to activity.  
 
It aims to help stop over or under activity but instead stay within sensible limits. 
 
First establish how much you can do on a regular basis. Once this feels manageable very slowly build 
up.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The continuous line is an example of a 
boom bust cycle 

The dotted line is an example of good 
pacing, allowing a gradual increase in 
activity over time 
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Planning  
 
Using planners or diaries can be a helpfully tool to help balance your activity in each day and across 
the week. 
 

 
 
Prioritising 
 
Try and sort your activities into the following: 

  
 
New strategies often won’t work the first time but with consistency, persistence and patience you may 
see great benefits  
 
 
 

 
Morning Afternoon Evening 

Monday 
   

Tuesday 
   

Wednesday 
   

Thursday 
   

Friday 
   

Saturday 
   

Sunday  
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Healthy Lifestyle 
 
The 4 things that make up a healthy lifestyle: 
 
 
 
NHS Live Well   
 
NHS advice about healthy living, including eating a 
balanced diet, healthy weight, exercise, quitting 
smoking and drinking less alcohol. 
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/ 
 
 
Sleep 
 
We need sleep to repair, restore and recharge both our brains and bodies.  This is essential for good 
physical and mental health and for us to be able to function well during the day.   
 
Studies show that at least 40% of insomnia sufferers also have chronic pain and 50-88% of chronic 
pain sufferers have sleep difficulties (Duo et al, 2023).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To learn more about sleep take a look at the sleep foundation: How Much Sleep Do You Need? | Sleep 
Foundation - https://www.sleepfoundation.org/how-sleep-works/how-much-sleep-do-we-really-need  

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/how-sleep-works/how-much-sleep-do-we-really-need
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Physical activity 
 
Exercise is “activity requiring physical effort, carried out to sustain or improve health and fitness” 
Oxford dictionary 
 
The World Health Organization recommends the following for healthy adults:  
 

 
 
 
When adults cannot do 
the recommended 
amounts of physical 
activity due to health 
conditions, they should 
be as physically active 
as their abilities and 
conditions allow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Benefits of exercise:  
 
Learn more about physical activity by following these links:  
 
Physical activity guidelines for adults aged 19 to 64 – NHS 
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/physical-activity-guidelines-for-adults-aged-19-to-64/  
 
WHO  
Physical activity 
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity  
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
WHO Guidelines on Physical Activity and Sedentary Behaviour - NCBI Bookshelf 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK566048/  
 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/physical-activity-guidelines-for-adults-aged-19-to-64/
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK566048/
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Healthy eating 
 
The Internation Association for the Study of Pain (IASP) has found chronic pain is associated with 
elevated weight status, risk of multi-morbidity, suboptimal dietary patterns and diet quality.   
 
IASP put together the following image which summarises the relationship between nutrition and aspects 
of chronic pain management.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can learn more about this here: Nutrition and Chronic Pain - International Association for the Study 
of Pain (IASP) https://www.iasp-pain.org/resources/fact-sheets/nutrition-and-chronic-pain/  

https://www.iasp-pain.org/resources/fact-sheets/nutrition-and-chronic-pain/
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Tips for nutrition and pain management  

 
 
Some other useful resources: 
 
The Eatwell Guide: https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/the-eatwell-guide/ 
NHS Healthy weight. https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-weight/  
NHS Eat well. https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/  
 
 
Mental wellbeing 
 
Primary suffering is the symptoms / unpleasant physical sensations experienced when you have a long-
term health condition.  But living with a long-term condition can cause other difficulties e.g. stress, worry, 
low mood, frustrating, disappointment etc. These additional difficulties are called secondary suffering.  
These secondary difficulties can make symptoms such as pain worse, causing a vicious cycle to develop.   
Evidence suggests there are 5 steps you can take to improve your mental health and wellbeing. Trying 
these things could help you feel more positive and able to get the most out of life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more on why these help and things you can try to improve these areas take a look here: 5 steps to 
mental wellbeing - NHS https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/five-
steps-to-mental-wellbeing/ and here: https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/mental-health-at-work/taking-
care-of-yourself/five-ways-to-wellbeing/ 

1. Connect with other people 
2. Be physically active 
3. Learn new skills 
4. Give to others 
5. Pay attention to the present 
moment (mindfulness) 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/the-eatwell-guide/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-weight/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/five-steps-to-mental-wellbeing/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/five-steps-to-mental-wellbeing/
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/mental-health-at-work/taking-care-of-yourself/five-ways-to-wellbeing/
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/mental-health-at-work/taking-care-of-yourself/five-ways-to-wellbeing/
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Other options for accessing support:  
 

If you feel you need more support you can 
seek advice from your GP.   
 
 
You can also refer yourself to mind matters 
 
Home :: Mind Matters Surrey  
NHS Talking Therapies 
https://www.mindmattersnhs.co.uk/  
 
 
 
 
Stress  
 
Stress is our psychological, emotional and physical response to pressure.  When we feel there are 
too many demands, and too few resources to cope. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

When stressed the body prepares itself for fight or flight 
releasing hormones (e.g. cortisol and adrenaline). 

This increases the sensitivity of the nervous system 
which amplifies danger signals, which increases pain 
levels.   

This causes further stress, creating a vicious cycle of 
pain and stress 

 

Muscle tension and pain 

When the body is responding to stress one of the 
changes we get is increased muscle tension.   

Muscle tension is also a natural response of our 
muscles to pain.     

If the muscles around our spine are tense it will become 
more difficult to move your spine, and often 
uncomfortable or even painful to move your spine.  

 

https://www.mindmattersnhs.co.uk/
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Managing the physical effects of stress 
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Flare ups  
 
Flare ups or setbacks are when symptoms such as pain temporarily increase. Everyone’s experience of 
a flare up is unique to them.  Flare ups are common but will settle.  Good management of a flare up is 
important for settling the flare up.   
 
Flare ups can be an opportunity to learn and become more expert at managing your symptoms.  If you 
have had a flare up, review your experience of the flare up to consider what may have caused it and 
how you managed it.   
 
Learn more about flare ups here Managing Chronic Pain Flare-ups: What You Can Do: 
https://northwestpainguidance.org/paineducationtoolkit/managing-pain-flare-ups  
 
 
Including:  
 

• What causes a flare up 
• Tips for preventing flare ups  
• How to respond to a flare up 
• Flare up kits  

 
 
 
For more details on what has been covered in this booklet please see our full back class workbook.   
 
 
Other useful resources / Online pain programmes:  
 
6-week free trial of curable app - https://www.curablehealth.com/connect-qr/5496840418754560/link  
 
Live Well With Pain 
https://livewellwithpain.co.uk/resources-for-people-with-pain/ten-footsteps-to-living-well-with-pain 
 
Living Well Pain 
https://livingwellpain.net/24-strands   

https://northwestpainguidance.org/paineducationtoolkit/managing-pain-flare-ups
https://www.curablehealth.com/connect-qr/5496840418754560/link
https://livewellwithpain.co.uk/resources-for-people-with-pain/ten-footsteps-to-living-well-with-pain
https://livingwellpain.net/24-strands
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Further Information 

We endeavour to provide an excellent service at all times, but should you have any concerns please, in the first 
instance, raise these with the Matron, Senior Nurse or Manager on duty. If they cannot resolve your concern, please 
contact our Patient Experience Team on 01932 723553 or email asp-tr.patient.advice@nhs.net. If you remain 
concerned, the team can also advise upon how to make a formal complaint.  
 
Author:  Sarah Keating Department: Physiotherapy Outpatients 
Version: 1 Published: June 2025    Review: June 2027 
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