BACK PAIN DURING PREGNANCY

WE EXPLAIN THE CAUSES OF PREGNANCY RELATED BACK PAIN AND ADVICE
ON EASING THE DISCOMFORT

Between half and three quarters of all pregnant women have backache at some stage. But there are things you
can do to ease the discomfort and stop it turning into a long-term problem.

WHAT ARE THE CAUSES?

Women tend to gain between 10kg and 12.5kg (22lbs and 26lbs) during pregnancy, but nearly half of us gain
more. This added weight is of course distributed mainly around the tummy which causes our center of gravity
to tilt forward.

To compensate for this, many women over-arch their lower backs and round their upper backs which can
lead to backache.

Another cause of backache is the pregnancy hormone relaxin which relaxes the ligaments (the tough, flexible
tissues that connect your bones), throughout the body.

As pregnancy progresses this hormone helps the pelvis expand to create more room for the baby, but italso
relaxes the ligaments which forces the back muscles to work much harder. It’s hardly surprising then that
backache is a common complaint during pregnancy.

HOW DO | KNOW IT IS A NORMAL PREGNANCY BACKACHE?

Backache in pregnancy can be divided into different categories. Back pain which is caused by the same factors
as back pain in women who are not pregnant, pelvic girdle pain and sciatica.

If you have suffered from back pain before becoming pregnant, it is much more likely to recur or get worse
during pregnancy due to a combination of weight gain, poor posture and softening of the ligaments.

It often gets worse towards the end of the day or if you have been on your feet for a long time. This is because
your muscles get tired and your ligaments stretch slightly from the weight of your body and baby.

Pelvic girdle pain is caused by a misalignment or stiffness of your pelvic joints which causes pain at either the
back or the front of your pelvis.

The pain can be severe, making it difficult to get around, especially when walking or going up the stairs.

Getting diagnosed as early as possible is the best way to get pelvic girdle pain under control. Physiotherapy
can help and you may be given a pelvic support belt.

It's important to remain active but to avoid things that make the pain worse such as vacuuming or carry
anything heavy. Try not to bend or lift, cross your legs or sit and stand for long periods.

Some women (fewer than 1%) will have sciatica during pregnancy. Sciatica is a pain that travels down the leg
to the foot along the path of the sciatic nerve, which may be accompanied by pins and needles.

It is caused by irritation to the sciatic nerve or in some cases by a prolapsed disc in the lower spine.



HOW TO EASE BACK PAIN IN PREGNANCY?

Here are a few tips to keep in mind to help ease pregnancy backache...

Bend your knees and keep your back straight when you lift or pick things up

Avoid lifting anything heavy

Move your feet when you turn rather than twisting your spine

Wear flat shoes

Try to balance the weight between two bags when you're carrying shopping or bags
When sitting at work or at home keep your back straight and well supported

Make sure you're getting enough rest, especially during later pregnancy

A massage or warm bath can help

Use a mattress that supports you properly

EXERCISES TO EASE BACK PAIN IN PREGNANCY

There is a gentle exercise you can do to strengthen your stomach muscles which can help to ease back pain
during pregnancy. Here's how to do it:

Begin on all fours with your knees under your hips and hands under your shoulders, fingers facing forwards
and stomach muscles lifted to keep your back straight

Pull your stomach muscles and raise your back up, letting your head and bum relax downwards gently - do
not let your elbows lock

Hold this for a few seconds and then slowly return back to the box position
Take care not to hollow your back; it should always return to a straight position
Continue with this 10 times, making your muscles work hard and moving your back carefully

Only move your back as much as is comfortable

OTHER TIPS TO HELP EASE YOUR BACK PAIN IN PREGNANCY

Exercise
Women who are as fit and flexible as possible before they become pregnant usually suffer less from backache.

So, if you are planning on getting pregnant this is another good reason to get fit first!

If you are already pregnant, it's never too late to improve your fitness. Weekly gentle exercise sessions will
cut your chances of suffering backache.
Tightening your pelvic floor muscles and your tummy muscles will also help support your back.

A good exercise to do at home is to get down onto your hands and knees and level your back so that it is
roughly flat. Breathe in deeply, then, as you breathe out, squeeze in your pelvic floor muscles and pull your
belly button in and up.



Keep squeezing for between 5-10 seconds without holding your breath and without moving your back. Relax
the muscles slowly at the end of the exercise.

Do this a few times (daily if possible) to strengthen your pelvic floor and back muscles.

If you are new to exercise go carefully and slowly to start with. Swimming is a great exercise during
pregnancy as it takes the strain off the muscles supporting your tummy weight and also helps reduce ankle
swelling. Find out if your local pool holds suitable aqua aerobics classes.

Check your posture
Stand straight and imagine that someone is making you taller by pulling a string attached to the top and back
of your head.

Doing an exercise called pelvic tilting can ease back strain caused by sitting or standing for long periods.

When standing, slowly work your pelvis back and forth, making your back round and then arched. Do these
actions rhythmically without moving your shoulders. The exercise works best if you make it a habit before
any pain comes on. If you have pelvic pain, focus on the forward tilt, as this helps your pelvis.

When sitting, ensure your hips and lower back are touching the back of the seat and your knees are at a 90
angle. It's a good idea to place a cushion or a rolled up towel between your lower back and the seat.

Your back should always be well supported when you're sitting down. Ideally, your back should be slightly
arched with your breasts pointing straight ahead rather than down towards your bump.

Try parting your legs slightly so your bump has somewhere to go!
Sitting on an exercise ball prevents slumping and slouching, while also making pelvic tilting much easier to
do.

Sitting upright in a dining chair will help your back more than lounging in a soft chair or sofa. If you have to
sit for long periods at work try to get up and walk around every 20 minutes.

Massage

Everyone loves a massage and it certainly soothes tired, aching muscles. Lean forwards over the back of a
chair or lie on your side and ask your partner to gently massage your lower back and the muscles that run
either side of your spine.

Don’t lift

Try to avoid lifting, but if you have to lift or carry anything, hold it close to your body, bend your knees rather
than your back and try not to twist.

If you have a toddler, get him to climb onto the sofa before you pick him up. Try to get older children to climb
into their car seats by themselves.

When shopping, don't carry too much on one side. Divide your shopping into two equal loads and carry a bag
in each hand. Better still, use a backpack - it'll help your back muscles to work better (but get someone else to
lift it onto your back, never twist and lift at the same time).

And for goodness sake, ask for help if you need it. If ever there was a time when people are happy to help you
itis now!

Wear comfortable shoes
This doesn’t mean you can’t wear heels. While flat shoes may seem more sensible in pregnancy a slight heel of
around 18mm (34in) is actually better for your legs and back.

Sleeping arrangements
It is generally advised that you shouldn’t lie flat on your back for long periods of time, particularly after 16
weeks of pregnancy.



By then, the weight of your baby can press on blood vessels and may make you feel faint. Try lying on your
left, with your knees bent up and two or more pillows placed between your knees.

This keeps the pressure off the muscles around your hips and pelvis.

Placing a wedge-shaped pillow under your bump can ease backache. If your tummy sags down into the bed,
try placing a small, rolled-up towel under your bump. Or you may find a special maternity pillow easier to
keep in place.

Heat and water
A warm bath, a hot water bottle or a warm jet of water from a shower head can ease aching muscles.

Support belts

These take some of the weight of your baby off your tummy muscles and back. Ask your midwife for advice.

WHEN SHOULD | SEEK HELP FROM A SPECIALIST?

If you think that you have more than the usual pregnancy backache or if none of these suggestions have
helped ease your backache then see your GP who may be able to refer you to a specialist.

A registered, qualified physical therapist, chiropractor or osteopath may also be able to help.



