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Section 6.

Some Causes of  
Lower Back Pain

Welcome to the Cliff of Pain
That’s my phrase to describe the journey into and out of pain. It really feels like 
a cliff sometimes, and the risk is that once we fall off, we never find our way back 
up to the top.

If this is your first episode of Lower Back Pain (LBP), there’s a 60% chance you’ll 
have another episode within a year. So, when the doctor told you that “Low back 
pain is self-limiting – you’ll be fine in a few weeks,” he didn’t give you the full 
story.

Many people experience the back pain yo-yo effect, with episodes coming and 
going over a period of months or years. The unpleasant truth is that having had 
one episode of back pain, your risk of having another one doubles!
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In between episodes, you may like to think that you’re fine, but we need to step 
back a bit to take a broader view of the Cliff of Pain, to understand what’s really 
going on…
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The reality is that when you feel fine, you really only have the illusion of being 
fine – you’re often still on the cliff edge, where a small puff of wind (or trigger) 
can push you over, to end up back in that sea of pain.

Then after a while, your journey out of pain just takes you back up the cliff, to 
leave you back on the edge once again.

Maybe you use some Relievers to get you up the cliff, or maybe time is all it takes, 
but either way, you’re still left on the edge with a 60% chance you’ll fall off it 
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again within the next year – and an even higher chance if you’ve had multiple 
episodes before.

Time for a bit of self awareness: Take a look at the Cliff of Pain model. Where 
are you on it? How many times have you fallen off? What pushed you off the 
edge? Can you work out what may have put you on the edge in the first place? 
This model explains why lower back pain recurrs so very frequently. If you only 
try to eliminate the triggers (e.g. avoid bending), something else will push you over 
the edge sooner or later. If you only use Relievers, you’re still on the edge, with 
another episode just waiting to happen.

If you want to change your life and stop the regular recurrence of pain, it is vital 
to adopt the Cliff of Pain model to help you understand why your back keeps 
going wrong – or fails to recover at all. Don’t get all wound up in the anatomy 
of what’s wrong with your back. Forget anatomy. We have to look at this bigger 
picture and stop worrying about the anatomical details. If you’re reading this book 
I would guess that worrying about the detail hasn’t got you very far as yet! And 
that is the same for all bad back sufferers!

In the pages that follow, we’ll explore each of the elements within the Cliff of Pain:

• the Risks that put you on the edge in the first place

• the Triggers that tend to push you off,

• the Aggravators, that prolong your pain

• the Relievers and Preventers that will help you.
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This is a practical workbook, so feel free to make notes as you go along on which 
factors apply to you; we’ll come back to those when you finish making your own 
plan in the last section of the book.

It’s an old saying that knowledge is useless if you don’t apply it. This is where you 
will really benefit if you take notes and take action on them in the future. If you can 
make notes in the book, that’s great – if you’re reading a digital version, just make 
them somewhere else.

To summarise on what we can learn from the Cliff of Pain:

Back pain does not come out of the blue

• there are recognised risk factors that put you on the edge,

• and simple triggers then push you over the edge,

• and this often happens again, and again.

Triggers are frequently mistaken for the cause – they may or may not be, but how 
could doing something that you’ve done hundreds of times before suddenly become 
the cause of your LBP?

(One answer to this is Cumulative Load; the other answer is that the Trigger is 
merely a Trigger – and has little to do with the cause).
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