Acute Back Spasm: Why Stretching Isn't
the First 48-Hour Fix

An acute lower back spasm can make even simple movements—like standing, turning in bed,
or getting into a chair—feel incredibly difficult. Understanding how to manage the first 48

hours is critical for setting the stage for a successful recovery.

As a physical therapist, I often see patients rush to aggressively stretch their backs the moment a
spasm hits. However, an acute lower back spasm is typically a sudden tightening, cramping, or
protective contraction around the lumbar region. The muscles are guarding the area, and trying to

force them to relax immediately through stretching can sometimes trigger further irritation.

The sensation can be intense, often appearing after lifting, bending, twisting, or prolonged sitting. It

can even happen without an obvious trigger. Common features include:

Sudden lumbar pain or tightness that makes standing fully upright difficult.

A feeling that the lower back is completely "locked."

Sharp pain when changing positions (e.g., transitioning from sitting to standing).

Protective muscle guarding and significantly reduced walking speed.

Figure 1: The lumbar region where acute protective muscle guarding (spasm) typically occurs. Pain intensity
alone does not dictate the severity of the underlying issue.
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Medical Warning Signs (Red Flags)

Before treating an acute lower back spasm as an uncomplicated musculoskeletal problem, we must
ensure there are no signs of a more serious condition. Seek urgent medical assessment if back

pain is accompanied by any of the following:

« New difficulty controlling urination or bowel movements.

o New numbness around the genitals, anus, or inner thighs (saddle anesthesia).
« Significant or progressive weakness in one or both legs.

» Severe neurological symptoms affecting your ability to walk.

» Severe pain following a major trauma or a significant fall.

o Fever, systemic illness, or unexplained weight loss alongside the pain.

The First 48 Hours: Reduce Irritation

When a spasm begins suddenly, the immediate goal is to find tolerable positions and movements
while allowing the nervous system and surrounding tissues to settle. Rather than remaining immobile

in bed, the focus should be on relative rest.

Prolonged bed rest can actually increase stiffness and make the return to normal activity much more
difficult. Instead, aim to change positions regularly and take short, comfortable walks. Use hand
support when transitioning from sitting to standing, and avoid repeatedly testing the painful

movement simply to see whether it still hurts.

Figure 2: A highly effective resting posture—lying on the back with a pillow under the knees reduces tension
on the lumbar spine and pelvis.
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Finding a Comfortable Position & Early Movement

There is no single "correct" sleeping or resting position for everyone experiencing a spasm. The most
useful position is the one that reduces symptoms without creating additional pressure. Try one

position for several minutes rather than changing every few seconds. Options include:

« Back-lying: Place pillows under your knees to allow the lower back to rest in a neutral position
(as shown on the previous page).

« Side-lying: Lie on your side with hips and knees slightly flexed, placing a pillow between your
knees to keep the pelvis level.

« Transitions: When getting out of bed, roll onto your side first, move your legs toward the edge,
and use your arms to push your trunk upward. Do not perform a sudden sit-up.

Temperature Therapy

Many patients ask whether they should use heat or cold. The response to temperature is individual;

use whichever provides better relief to allow for gentle movement.

Using Heat Therapy Using Cold Therapy

Heat can be highly useful when the dominant Some prefer cold therapy during an acute
sensation is stiffness. A warm shower or a episode. There is no requirement to use ice
comfortably warm pack can help soothe just because pain started suddenly, but it can
muscle guarding. Tip: Ensure it feels help if it provides relief. Tip: Protect the skin
soothing, not excessively hot. Do not fall and avoid applying directly for prolonged
asleep with a heat pack on. periods.

When Physiotherapy is Useful

Movement should be gentle, controlled, and guided by your symptoms. A common mistake is
interpreting pain during movement as proof that the back is being damaged. Pain occurs because the

area is sensitive, and movement is temporarily threatening to the nervous system.

If your acute spasm does not begin to improve after a few days, or if you experience recurrent
episodes, a formal physiotherapy assessment is highly recommended. We can help identify underlying
functional limitations, build a targeted rehabilitation program, and help you return to normal activity
safely.

Disclaimer: This document is authored by PT Ahmad Al Hariri for educational and rehabilitation guidance purposes only. As
a physical therapist, | do not diagnose medical pathologies or prescribe surgical interventions. If you suspect a serious
medical condition or experience any warning signs, consult a medical doctor immediately.
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