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If your doctor told you, “You don’t have cancer, you just hurt your back,” it 

should be good news. But it’s hardly that. Instead, the diagnosis is often devas

tating, causing extreme amounts personal and economic damage. Things like 

depression, suicide, opioid addiction, lost relationships and lost wages are all 

part of the discussion. 

Because this diagnosis is generally nonspecific, your solutions are as well. And 

that’s what makes treating low back pain so difficult  everything works some 

of the time, nothing works all the time. Compounded with the million different 

treatment options [physio, chiro, ortho, specialists, yogis, holistic practitioners, 

Pilates instructors, etc.] and the patient who initially had a back problem now 

has a who-do-I-trust problem.

Introduction

Ever wonder why, after so many 
advances in medicine, low back pain
is still a thing?

Or why the average cost per person with chronic low back pain is roughly $6,ooo? 

Multiply this by eighty percent of the population and we’re are looking at a yearly 

cost of over 100 billion dollars. And that’s just in the United States.
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Remember, people crave solutions, not uncertainty. This is why pharmaceuti cals 

is a multibilliondollar industry and it’s also why your dentist drives a Ferrari. 

It’s when the solutions become abstract, that people often fail to act. 

Alas, back pain remains a mystery that modern medicine has yet to solve. 

There isn’t a consistent answer and if any professional tells you there is, run far 

away. For this reason alone, we·ve created this Ebook. Our purpose is to never 

mislead by selling false solutions, but to only offer only proven strategies that 

work for everyone. 

Please continue reading to learn the 5 Things you can do to right now to 

improve your back pain. We hope you enjoy.
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The most important item on our list is also the hardest to get right.

Part 1

There is a sharp cutoff with the amount of physical and mental stress a person 

can tolerate. While stress is a necessary part of adaptation, the cause of that 

stress must grow parallel to the size of the problem it aims to solve. 

Too much stress and your back pain starts to increase. Not enough stress and 

you’re stuck in your recliner while the weeks pass by. Everyone’s limit is based 

on complex reasons, from physical, social and psychological. As such, having 

the ability to recognize your limitations and stressors pays dividends. If you can 

identify these things you can create a plan to manage your “limit” appropriately.

For example, someone with years of low back pain might only tolerate 5 

minutes of walking before they need to stop. This is fine as long as this limit is 

recognized, and a plan is created to stress this limit without overreaching (so, 

gradually progressing to 6, 7, 8, or 9 minutes of walking vs. diving straight into 

20 minutes).

Scientists call this graded exposure, but in the real world it’s called listening to 

your body.

Change your level of activities.
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Everything counts, too. To an extent, stress is cumulative, so the more you push 

the upper “limits” of your tolerance throughout your days, weeks, and months, 

the more you should adjust accordingly. There are many ways to manage your 

stressors: increasing or decreasing activity levels, adjusting your amount of 

sleep, limiting the amount of mental stress at work and home, or even drinking 

more water.

The important thing is you remain cognizant of your theoretical limit (i.e. the 

activities which increase your back pain), then stress this limit appropriately for 

adaptation (while avoiding overreaching or exhaustion).

Dr. Stu McGill, a prominent researcher in spine biomechanics, who shares this 

belief, advocates a “pretend surgery approach” for those contemplating surgery 

or who continue to have pain. His research has shown that a forced change 

in lifestyle following spine surgery is sometimes more beneficial than surgery 

itself.

Following back surgery, recovery times vary from 4 weeks to 6 months; people 

take time off work, gradually increase the amount of physical activity through 

a guided approach (graded exposure) and learn how to modify movements 

around their surgically repaired back. Whether it’s the surgery itself or the 

change in lifestyle habits following surgery, the ramifications for the latter are 

much less risky.

A botched surgery is far costlier than a botched day off.
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If managing your stress “limit” isn’t the answer to your pain, then getting more 

sleep probably is. From protecting you from heart disease and dementia to keeping 

you happy and slim, sleep is the body’s natural wonder drug that everyone keeps 

forgetting to take.

Part 2

Scientists who study sleep have known this for years and as more unfolds, the 
findings look remarkable. Being chronically sleep deprived (less than 6 hours 
a night) nearly doubles your risk for cancer, heart disease, stroke, and a whole 
host of other diseases. In the sports performance world, trainers value sleep 
over any other form of recovery. Lebron James and Roger Federer reportedly 
log over 12 hours of shut eye per day, while Usain Bolt and former NBA point 
guard Steve Nash are reported to get at least 10.

With low back pain, a reduction of symptoms and sleep go together like 
peanut butter and jelly. A lack of sleep decreases our body’s ability to maintain 
homeostasis and this is not good. For example, a study from the University 
of Washington demonstrated how sleep deprivation not only lowered pain 
thresholds but increased skin sensitivity and general fatigue levels.

Not surprisingly, most people who have trouble sleeping do so because of pain. 
This inherently creates the chicken or egg scenario — does pain cause a lack 

Get more sleep.



Jason Gearhart, PT, DPT, CSCS

7

of sleep or does a lack of sleep cause pain? — in reality, it doesn’t matter. Both 
issues can be addressed simultaneously.

Effective strategies exist to limit your pain while sleeping and to make sure 
you get more sleep. And while this won’t be a howtosleep guide, you’ve been 
sleeping (hopefully) every day of your life. 

FOR MANAGING PAIN
Find your most comfortable position, even if it’s not your “normal” sleeping 
position. If all positions are painful, find a position you can tolerate for the 
longest amount of time. This is the goal, in all facets of pain management: 
having as little pain for as long as possible.

Make this position a habit  Be consistent and dedicated (weeks to months). It’s 
difficult to change your sleeping habits, but it’s also valuable if you pull it off. In 
the long term, dedication always gets rewarded. Excuses, not so much.

Give it time, while you’re at it. Getting out of pain is tough, so don’t expect 
results overnight. And it’s important to give yourself credit. All those small 
incremental changes over time add up to big longterm results.

FOR MANAGING SLEEP
Nothing groundbreaking here, but it all bears repeating:

First, put your phone down and leave the texter behind 12 hours before bed. 
This timetested rule proves itself over and over again.

Second, create an environment that lets your body know it’s time to sleep. Dim 
the lights, have a cup of (decaf!) tea, meditate, read or whatever it takes to get 
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you to relax. The evening rituals we orient ourselves around matter and drive 
our sleep habits.

Next, establish a pattern. Make 8 hours of sleep nonnegotiable. We are 
creatures of habit, after all, so be a creature of good habits instead of bad ones.

Speaking of bad habits, avoid sleeping pills, prescription drugs, smoking or 
drinking. These disrupt quality sleep and they do it while creating the illusion 
of being on your side. They’re not, and they won’t be. So, don’t.
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If it helps you remember, picture Adam Sandler in the movie Waterboy telling you 

it’s time for some high-quality H2O. Water, just like sleep, plays a vital role in 

almost every regulatory function of the body.

Part 3

Our bodies are composed of about 40% to 70% water. That’s a huge range, so 
small changes in our hydration status equate to big changes in how we feel. 
Most commonly, side effects of mild dehydration include general fatigue, 
weakness, joint pain, irritability, and memory loss. In more serious cases, 
confusion, heat stroke, increased heart rate, fever and even death occur.

FUN FACT: Our intervertebral discs (those shock absorbing things in your 
spine you always hear doctors mistakenly demonize), are full of water, just like 
your muscles, ligaments, and tendons.

And while research on the effects of mild dehydration isn’t conclusive, the 
theory goes like this: want happy joints, muscles, ligaments, tendons and 
cartilage? Stay hydrated. Want achy joints, muscles, ligaments, tendons and 
cartilage? Stay dehydrated. Drinking more water is easy, cheap, and has 
maximal upside with minimal downside.

Drink more water.
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SIMPLE TIPS TO DRINK MORE WATER

Measure your water intake: The Food and Nutrition Board for total water 
intake is 3.7 liters (125 fl ounces) and 2.7 liters (91 fl ounces) per day for young 
men and woman, respectively. Beverages like coffee, soda, and sport’s drinks all 
count too.

If you sweat more, drink more. And drink a couple extra glasses of water if 
you’ve been out in the sun or performed some physical activity.

Chapped lips or dry mouth? Drink water. Urine darker than normal? Drink 
water. Sweating a lot? Drink water. Fatigued? Drink water. Hotel? Trivago. You 
get the picture.

Drink up and you just might help your aching back in the process; Bobby 
Bouché will be proud.
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Not trying to beat the proverbial dead horse, but all the reasons why you should 

exercise boil down to this.

Part 4

The research is emphatic and undeniable when it comes to exercise for the 
management of back pain and its nasty friends: depression, anxiety, fatigue, 
general stress, weight gain, decreased selfesteem etc.

This is due, in a very small part, to exercise’s upregulation of the body’s 
natural release of endorphins. Opioid peptides and other feelgood hormones 
get released in the brain during exercise. These hormones replicate the most 
popular drugs on the market without side effects (i.e. death, respiratory 
depression, constipation and cognitive decline, to name a few).

SIDE NOTE  If you’ve ever wondered why runners love running so much, 
Google the “runner’s high.” It’s real, it’s legal and it’s free.

This then begs the question: what’s the minimal effective dose and type of 
exercise required for the most benefits? Unfortunately, like we said in the 
beginning, we don’t know exactly. What might work for one person may never 
work for another. Generalizing exercise prescriptions, when dealing with an 
injury, only gets us so far.

Get physical.
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In fact, it’s not hard to go barking up the wrong tree with exercise, particularly 
when pain is present. Overtraining and improper exercise is as much a cause 
of pain than it is a solution to it. Work with an expert if you can. If you can’t, 
start with the guidelines below.

Get good at the basics. Start without weights and move to the ground if you 
have too much pain with standing. Keep your movements simple and learn how 
to pull, push, squat, and hinge (these can be performed on the ground, too). In 
summary: get off the couch and move well.

Listen to your body while you work with it. A good rule of thumb is your 
subjective pain levels should never increase by more than 3 points on a 0/10 
pain scale. This applies to during, following, or the day after a workout. For 
example, if your pain is a 2/10 before working out, it shouldn’t be over a 5/10 at 
any point following.

It’s not unreasonable to expect some increase in discomfort while and after 
exercising. Just make sure you’re not killing yourself in the process. Remember, 
we want to adapt to stress (in this case, physical stress), not break down from it.

All this requires you check your ego at the door. Most changes do. The 
process of getting out of pain (both the physical and emotional variety) takes 
work, dammit! No one said getting out of pain was easy. Everyone’s starting 
somewhere, so forget the comparisons, love the journey and appreciate the 
courage to leave where you’re coming from.

Not to be the person who makes you feel negative by saying to stay positive, but 
seriously: try to stay positive. Pain is the body’s signal for change, not always a 
sign of tissue damage. This is important because the nocebo and placebo effect 
of the mind is very real.
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Our negative associations mentally (“my backs f**d up, I slipped a disk, 
something is out of place, if I do bend over my back will snap in half, it’s out 
of alignment, it has to be popped in place otherwise I can’t do x, y, or z”) can 
present as physical symptoms. You read that right, you can very much think 
your way into physical agony.

On the other hand, positive mental associations with pain (“despite the pain I’m 
feeling I know my back will heal, bending over won’t break me, my pain is not 
representative of tissue damage, pain is a normal response to injury, exercise 
is good for me, my back can’t go in and out of place”) provide us with the 
opposite. That is freedom from identifying ourselves with our condition and 
confidence in our body’s ability to recover.

Physiologically, there’s no difference between anxiety and excitement — both 
increase heart rate, cause your palms to sweat and make you restless — it’s up 
to you to interpret the data. 

Don’t underestimate your role in deciding how you feel.
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I can’t stress this enough: find a freakin’ expert! Experts have the knowledge 

and training you don’t.

Part 5

With social media, it can be hard to tell the difference between the good 
and the bad (everyone’s an expert these days). But with regards to back pain, 
the most important thing you can do is to find someone you trust. The goal 
is to feel better, so if you don’t immediately feel better in some way, odds 
are this trend will continue. We now know outcomes of care are highly 
dependent on the trust between the patient and clinician. Not only the type 
of treatment provided.

Trust breeds confidence and confidence in your healthcare provider 
matters. Our mission at Vital Six is to make sure we’re the right fit for the 
person in front of us. Perception is reality, and if we’re not making you feel 
better in some way, we aren’t doing our job. That’s why the smartest person 
in the room is always the one who listens.

Seek out the help of experts.



The end.

In conclusion, words are just words and results 
require action. We’ve hope you enjoyed this E  book 
and find solitude in the advice offered. Complicated 
problems often have simple solutions and back pain 
is no exception.

Please if you have any questions don’t hesitate to 
reach out at jason@thevitalsix.life. We are happy to 
help.

Also, if you like what you have read, please share 
it with someone you know is stuggling with back 
pain. For more tips and insights please follow us on 
Twitter, Instagram or Facebook.

Thank you,

Jason Gearhart, PT, DPT, CSCS

Results require action.

Jason Gearhart
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