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Quick Reference Guide for Clinicians contains highlights from the Clinical Practice Guideline version of
Acute Low Back Problems in Adults, which was developed by a private-sector panel of Healthcare
providers and consumers. The Quick Reference Guide is an example of how a clinician might
implement the panel's findings and recommendations on the management of acute low back
problems in working-age adults. Topics covered include the initial assessment of patients presenting
with acute low back problems, identification of red flags that may indicate the presence of a serious
underlying medical condition, initial management, special studies and diagnostic considerations, and
further management considerations. Instructions for clinical testing for sciatic tension,
recommendations for sitting and unassisted lifting, tests for identification of clinical pathology, and
algorithms for patient management are included 1).

The management of patients with acute low back problems by primary care physicians differs
significantly from Agency for Healthcare Policy and Research guideline recommendations in several
key areas that include awareness of red flags, use of medication, use of radiographic studies, the
need for patient education, and the use of physical modalities. Future research should focus on the
impact of guideline compliance on patient outcomes and cost-effectiveness 2).

Rest. Ceasing activity for a few days allows injured tissue and even nerve roots to begin to heal,
which in turn will help relieve lower back pain. However, more than a few days of rest can lead to a
weakening of the muscles, and weak muscles have to struggle to adequately support the spine.
Patients who do not regularly exercise to build strength and flexibility are more likely to experience
recurrent or prolonged lower back pain. Heat and Ice Packs. Heat and/or cold therapy helps relieve
most types of low back pain by reducing inflammation. Often patients use ice, but some prefer heat.
Both may be used alternately.

Medications. A wide variety of over-the-counter and prescription medications is available to help
reduce lower back pain. Many medications reduce inflammation, which is often a cause of pain, while
others work to inhibit the transmission of pain signals from reaching the brain. Each medication has
multiple unique risks, possible side effects and drug (or food or supplement) interactions, which need
to be evaluated by a physician.
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