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Participant Workbook 
 

Dear Participant, 

 

Welcome to the Patient centred care in Chronic low back pain project. This workbook has been 

designed to help you develop some useful and lifelong skills in back pain management. In this 

workbook you will find: 

 Background information about chronic low back pain and its treatment  

 Australian Physiotherapy Association-endorsed healthy back tips 

 A step-by-step guide for identifying any problems with managing your low back pain and 

developing strategies to overcome those problems 

 Space to record goals, strategies to achieve those goals and review progress towards those 

goals 

 

Establishing and managing your chronic low back pain can be a challenge for many people. We 

hope this workbook is of practical use to you. Good self-management practice includes keeping in 

touch with your healthcare professionals, so if at any time you are unsure of what to do about your 

back pain contact your GP or physiotherapist. 

 

Yours in good health! 

 

Chronic Low Back Pain Team 

June 2014 

 

blog.bioethics.ne 
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Chronic Low Back Pain - An Overview 
 
Chronic low back pain is very common and can be painful, but fortunately serious or permanent 

damage is rare. There is a new approach to the management of chronic low back pain, based on 

the most recent research. What you do about your back pain (your self-management) is usually 

more important than the exact diagnosis or treatment. There are lots of things you can do yourself. 

 

Acute vs Chronic Pain 

 Acute pain is short term pain 

 Chronic pain is long term pain – usually defined as pain for more than 3 months 

 

Pain is our body’s normal and natural way to protect and enable healing. When damage has 

occurred to the body, messages are sent to the brain via the nervous system. The brain interprets 

these messages and lets us know to “feel pain’ and also sets off other systems in the body to start 

the healing process. In an acute injury, pain is a way to warn us that there is damage and we need 

to facilitate healing by taking care of the area, particularly in the first 48 hours when healing 

processes are getting established. 

 

     

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“TISSUE INJURY”                           “ FEEL PAIN” 

 

 

 Acute pain pathway 

 

www.123rf.com 

Messages sent via the 
nervous system to the 
brain 

Perception of pain sent 
via nervous system 
form the brain 
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So pain is our body’s warning system and a way to facilitate healing, and we know that most of the 

healing will take place in the days after an initial injury. So why does pain continue and stay with us? 

 

Chronic pain does not work in the same way. Chronic pain is defined as pain that is experienced for 

over 3 months from initial injury. In most cases of chronic pain, you feel pain despite NO new 

damage to your body. It is thought chronic pain occurs because the nervous system that works to 

regulate the pain signals to and from the brain become sensitised and fire off randomly and thus 

signal pain without any new damage. Think of it like the car alarm that goes off in the middle of the 

night despite no one trying to break in. The alarm system is being set off without any danger, but 

has become so sensitive that it is firing off for no reason. 

 

In chronic pain, signals to and from the brain can be increased due to an oversensitive nervous 

system and /or thoughts and beliefs systems 

      

 

                                                          

                                                                  

Increased signals are sent to the brain                          Increased signals are sent from 

from the body and via the nervous system  

even though there is no damage               the brain to “feel pain”  

 

 

 

 

 

“NO TISSUE INJURY-oversensitive system”                    “ FEEL PAIN” 

Chronic pain pathway 

www.123rf.com 
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There are many factors that can make the pain signals “fire off” or increase  

 

Because there is no new damage to heal it is perfectly safe to maintain activity. In fact stopping your 

exercise will only result in your muscles becoming more deconditioned, your fitness to decrease and 

your moods and thoughts become unhelpful. As a result being active becomes even harder. 

 

     PAIN ≠ HARM 

Pain

Inactivity

Muscle 
deconditioning

Stress/depression

Unproductive 
coping skills

 

A self-management approach to low back pain aims to help you to break this cycle and teach you 

new ways to manage all the factors that affect your pain experience 
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Below is a table of common factors that can contribute to increasing the chronic pain signals and 

some strategies that may help. You may experience some or none of these factors and may have 

others to add to the list. 

Factors that can make 

chronic low back pain worse 

Some strategies that will help 

to reduce pain 

Strategies you may use or 

have thought of 

 Chronic pain nervous system Medication 

Understand the chronic pain 

model and how it works 

 

 

 Muscle weakness and 

tightness 

 

 

 Lack of fitness 

Specific exercises 

General exercise 

Move! 

 

Walk, swim 

 

 

 Posture Avoid prolonged postures 

Be mindful of your posture 

Learn and use good manual 

handling techniques 

 

 

 Stress 

This may be due to feelings of 

anxiety, depression, anger 

Inability to work, financial stress 

Relationship stress 

Lack of sleep 

Boredom 

Lack of “control” 

 

 

 

Learn some relaxation 

techniques 

Be mindful of your negative 

thoughts and question how 

helpful they are to your pain 

Become active in your return to 

work process 

Use distraction to take the 

focus off your feelings of pain  
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Causes of Low Back Pain 

When you get low back pain your back is simply not moving and functioning as it should.  Serious 

damage is rare, and most episodes of low back pain do not result in lasting damage.  When you 

have had low back pain for some time the system that makes you experience back pain becomes 

faulty and this produces the pain that you are feeling even when there is no damage to your spine. 

 

It is surprisingly difficult to damage your spine. Your spine is one of the strongest parts of your body, 

comprised of solid bony blocks joined by discs. It is reinforced by many ligaments and surrounded 

by large and powerful muscles to protect it. 

 

It is important to dispel common low back pain misconceptions: 

 Slipped discs and trapped nerves are extremely rare. Very few low back problems require 

surgery.  Your doctor has made sure that you do not need any surgery and in fact this would 

likely make your pain worse. 

 X-Rays and MRI scans can only detect the very rare serious spinal injuries, but are not usually 

helpful in most cases of low back pain. They may even be misleading. Terms often used by 

doctors like ‘degeneration’ may sound frightening, but these are only normal age-related 

changes. Everyone’s back shows signs of degeneration as they get older. 

 Your doctor or physiotherapist will often not be able to pinpoint the exact source of the pain. 

This may be frustrating, but in fact is good news in that you do not have any serious damage 

to your spine.  You continue to feel pain because your pain system  has learnt to hurt even 

when there is no damage to your spine.  
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Rest or maintain normal activity? 

Current evidence contradicts the old-fashioned treatment of bed rest for low back pain. In fact, we 

now know that bed rest for more than a day is the worst possible treatment, and may even prolong 

pain in the long term. Bed rest makes your bones and muscles weaker, you feel stiffer, you lose 

physical fitness and may be depressed. Bed rest is rarely used in the management of other 

common conditions, so why use it for low back pain?  

 

We now know that the most important thing to do is to get moving again as soon as possible. Even 

when your back is painful, some low-stress physical activity should be undertaken, such as: 

 Walking 

 Swimming 

 Cycling 

 Yoga 

 Normal daily activities 

 

               

 

 

 

Of course different things suit different people, so experiment and find what works best for you. 

Then try to get moving and increase your level of physical activity each day.  

It doesn’t matter what type of activity you do as long as you MOVE! 

Unfortunately there is no other way – you can rest and get worse, or get active and help recovery. 

The sooner you get active, the sooner your back will feel better. 

 

 

arts.monash.edu.au freeclipartnow.com clker.com 
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Managing a “Flare up” of low back pain 

 Experiencing a flare up of low back pain is normal and most likely to re-occur over your lifespan 

Because there is no serious damage, you can: 

 Use medication to manage your pain short term 

 Modify normal activities for a period, if necessary 

 Stay active and get on with your life 

 

Pain can be managed through the use of painkillers. These may not remove pain completely, but 

will control it sufficiently to allow you to remain active. Simple over the counter medications such as 

Paracetamol are often the most effective for low back pain. Medications should always be taken in 

consultation with your Pharmacist or GP. 

 

Heat and cold treatments can be used for short-term pain relief and relaxation of muscle spasm. 

Although probably most effective in the first 48 hours of an episode, you may still wish to use a cold 

pack (frozen peas will suffice), which can be applied for 5 to 10 minutes at a time. Others may 

prefer heat – it depends on personal preference. 

        

Other treatments such as acupuncture, electrotherapy and alternative medicine are also used for 

low back pain, and some find these helpful. However they are not supported by strong evidence and 

rarely provide a quick fix. What is most important is getting active again. 
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Serious conditions 

If you experience severe pain which progressively worsens over several weeks, you should see 

your doctor. If any of the following rare symptoms suddenly develop, you should see your doctor 

immediately: 

 Difficulty passing or controlling urine 

 Numbness in your groin and genital area 

 Numbness, pins and needles or weakness in both legs 

 Unsteadiness on your feet 

 Worsening numbness, pins and needles or weakness in one or both legs 

 

However, remember that the above rarely occur and low back pain is rarely due to serious disease. 

 

In Summary…  

Live your life as normally as possible – you will get better faster and have less trouble later. 

 Keep up daily activities (just avoid very heavy lifting) 

 Try to stay fit and active 

 Start gradually and add a little more every day 

 Return to work as soon as possible 

 Be patient – it’s common to get aches for a time 

 Try to stay positive! 

 

The message from the latest research shows that you can really help yourself! 
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10 APA Tips For Back Care 
 
The Australian Physiotherapy Association has published 10 tips for back care:  
 

1. Try to alternate between standing and sitting. 

2. Place a support in the small of your back when driving or sitting at a desk. 

3. Exercise by walking or swimming regularly. 

4. Try to lose weight to reduce the load on your spine and back muscles. 

5. Stretch regularly to reduce stiffness and increase mobility. 

6. Watch your posture; try not to slouch or slump. 

7. Be careful when lifting; make sure the load is not too heavy or too large. 

8. Try frequent gentle stretches to reduce the strain on your back. 

9. Keep moving, even if you have an episode of back pain. 

10. Consider whether your bed is providing the support you need at night. 
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Self-management of low back pain 
 

Achieving optimal self-management of chronic low back pain 

Getting control over your low back pain can be difficult at times!  However, you can go a long way 

towards achieving this by: 

 Increasing your understanding of your condition and its management 

 Staying active and continuing normal activity 

 Maintaining a positive attitude 

 Being in regular contact with your healthcare professionals 

 

As low back pain can vary from person to person, and each of us is unique in the ways in which we 

look after our health, it is important for you to have your own personal ‘best practice’ approach to 

self-managing your condition.   

 

This workbook has been designed to help you with this. 

 

Optimising your self-management of chronic low back pain  

Our physiotherapist will discuss with you what you want to work on to improve your low back pain. 

Together you will work on a plan to help you reach those goals. By working together, you can 

develop tailor-made goals and strategies for addressing the low back pain management difficulties 

that you are currently experiencing.   

 

Over the remaining visits our physiotherapist will review your progress with reaching your goals with 

you. Space is provided for these activities for each of your subsequent visits. If at any time you are 

not sure of what to do, contact our physiotherapist and they will be happy to help.  After your final 

visit, we recommend that you make an appointment with your GP for assessment and feedback on 

your self-management strategies.  
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 Understanding Pain: What to do about it in less than five 

minutes?  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4b8oB757DKc 

Produced by Hunter Region Medical Area Health Service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Homework task”:  before we meet for our second session we ask that you 
make some time to sit down and watch the above mentioned you tube video 
about “chronic pain”. 
 
Write down any questions you may have to ask me next time we meet. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4b8oB757DKc
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Setting Goals 

Setting goals is a useful tool in regaining some control and managing your life with low back pain. 

 

The most effective way to set goals is to do it the “smart “way. 

 

S: Be specific, make your goal clear and simple, not vague eg, exercise can be more specific like 

“walk” or “swim”. 

 

M: You need to be able to measure your goal to know when you have reached it! 

eg. walking 20 minutes 3 times a week 

 

A: Achievable goals are goals that are realistic. Setting goals that are way too hard will just result in 

failure and more feelings of hopelessness and lack of control. Don’t try to run a marathon before 

you can walk!  

 

R: Relevant goals are goals that are important to you. We know that you will be more likely to stick 

to your goal plan if the goal is important to you.  

 

T: Think about the time frame that you are setting. Short term goals are a good way of breaking 

down a bigger goal and meeting your target along the way. 

 

Remember to be flexible and constantly review your goals along the way. Sometimes life gets in the 

way or our goals change, so we need to be looking at having some back up plans or changing our 

plans just in case. 

 

Staying motivated is always a challenge. Reward yourself when you achieve your goal and ask 

friends or family to support you along the journey. 
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Setting your goals for managing your low back pain 

Please follow the steps below to work out your goals in managing your low back pain. By working 

together, you and your Physiotherapist can develop tailor-made goals and strategies for addressing 

the low back pain management difficulties that you are currently experiencing.   

Step One – Identifying problem areas 

How do you think your low back pain is going at the moment?  Which aspects of your low back pain 

are a problem for you? 

 

 

 

 

 

Step Two – Prioritising problem areas 

Prioritise these problem areas, by numbering them in order of importance to you. 
 

Step Three: Setting goals 

Select the first one or two problem areas listed above and set goals that will improve those 

problems. Write your goals in the box on page 16. 

 

Step Four: Developing strategies 

For each of the goal(s), develop strategies which will lead to achieving the goal(s). Write these 

down in the space provided on page 16. 

 

Step Five: Monitoring progress 

Develop some ideas to help you monitor progress with achieving the set goals.  Use the space 

provided (‘Comments’ column, page 16) to keep a record of your progress between visits. 

 

Step Six: Rewarding yourself 

How would you like to reward yourself when progress towards set goal(s) is being made?  Add this 

to the bottom of page 16. 
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Step One – Identifying problem areas: From my discussion with the physiotherapist I think that the main issues in 
managing my low back pain are… write these issues down in the table below. 

Step Two – Setting Goals: Select one or two issues listed in the table and set goals that will improve those problems. 
Write your goal(s) in the table below. 

Step Three – Developing Strategies: For each goal, develop strategies which will lead to achieving the goal(s). Write 
these strategies down in the table below. 

 

 Problem areas  Goals Strategies 

 
 

V 
 

I 
 

S 
 

I 
 

T 

 
1 

   

Reward: 
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Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards and /or barriers you encountered in achieving the goals that were 
set at your previous visit  

Step Two – Identifying problem areas: From my discussion with the physiotherapist I think that the main issues in 
managing my low back pain are… write these issues down in the table below. 

Step Three – Setting Goals: Select one or two issues listed in the table and set goals that will improve those problems. 
Write your goal(s) in the table below. 

Step Four – Developing Strategies: For each goal, develop strategies which will lead to achieving the goal(s). Write 
these strategies down in the table below. 

 

 Problem areas   Goals Progress/Barriers towards 
Goals 

Strategies 

 
 

V 
 

I 
 

S 
 

I 
 

T 

 
2 

    

 Reward: 
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Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards and /or barriers you encountered in achieving the goals that were 
set at your previous visit  

Step Two – Identifying problem areas: From my discussion with the physiotherapist I think that the main issues in 
managing my low back pain are… write these issues down in the table below. 

Step Three – Setting Goals: Select one or two issues listed in the table and set goals that will improve those problems. 
Write your goal(s) in the table below. 

Step Four – Developing Strategies: For each goal, develop strategies which will lead to achieving the goal(s). Write 
these strategies down in the table below. 

 

 

 Problem areas  Goals Progress/Barriers towards 
Goals 

Strategies 

 
 

V 
 

I 
 

S 
 

I 
 

T 

 
3 

    

 Reward 
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Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards achieving the goals that were set at your previous visit and record 
this in the table below. 
Step Two – Identifying problem areas: From my discussion with the physiotherapist I think that the main issues in 
managing my low back pain are… write these issues down in the table below. 

Step Three – Setting Goals: Select one or two issues listed in the table and set goals that will improve those problems. 
Write your goal(s) in the table below. 

Step Four – Developing Strategies: For each goal, develop strategies which will lead to achieving the goal(s). Write 
these strategies down in the table below. 

 

 Problem areas Goals Progress/Barriers towards 
Goals 

Strategies 

 
 

V 
 

I 
 

S 
 

I 
 

T 

 
4 

    

 Reward: 
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Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards achieving the goals that were set at your previous visit and record 
in the table below.  
 

 FINAL     
VISIT 

Goal 1 

 

 

 

Goal 2 

Goal 3 
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Follow up visits - 3 months, 4 months 
 
 You will meet with the Physiotherapist for 2 follow-up visits to discuss your progress and complete the assessment 
questionnaires.  
 
Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards achieving the goals that were set at your previous visit and record 
in the table below.  
 

 Progress towards Goals 

Follow up 
visit 1 

Goal 1 

Goal 2 

Goal 3 
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Step One – Progress: Discuss your progress towards achieving the goals that were set at your previous visit and record 
in the table below.  
 

 Progress towards Goals 

Follow up 
visit 2 

Goal 1 

Goal 2 

Goal 3 
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Appointment schedule Date Time 

Initial - Questionnaire  
 

 

Visit 2: 2 weeks  
 

 

Visit 3: 4 weeks  
 

 

Visit 4: 6 weeks  
 

 

Visit 5: 8 weeks - Questionnaire  
 

 

Follow up visit 1: 3 months  
 

 

Follow up visit 2: 4 months- 
Questionnaire 

 
 

 

 
 
 
A follow up appointment will be made at 12 months for completion of the Questionnaire only 
 
Thank you again for your participation in our study, 
 
Chronic Low Back Pain Team 


