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Most of us are destined to suffer from back pain at some point in our lives, but with proper

instruction and self-care we can learn to control and conquer our pain and keep it from coming

back.In BACK to Pain-Free Health, Dr. Mao Shing Ni and Albert Vaca explain the causes of

back disorders and offer a simple and proven program for eliminating back pain naturally with

diet and nutrition, herbal therapy, acupressure, meditation and qi gong practices that

specifically decrease inflammation, ease muscle spasms, increase circulation, strengthen the

core and reduce pain.Once the pain subsides, Dr. Mao and Albert share their 40 years of

cumulative clinical experience to demonstrate proper biomechanics that will help you prevent

pain and injury to your back in the future."I suffered from constant, excruciating pain in my back

and sciatica and Dr. Mao and his team at Tao of Wellness treated me with acupuncture, qi

gong, stretches, even teaching me how to position my body in front of my computer. Now there

are days and even nights that I go to sleep and I feel no pain!" - E. Dume"The delivery of my

second child left me barely able to walk... not only did Dr. Mao restore the health and wellbeing

of my back but he engaged in refocusing my mind to a place of peace and serenity. Thank you

Dr. Mao for this book. You are going to help so many people." - Debbie Allen, Award Winning

Actress, Choreographer and Director

About the AuthorDr. Mao Shing Ni is a doctor of Chinese medicine, a best-selling author and

an authority in the management and prevention of pain and aging. He practices acupuncture,

Chinese medicine and nutrition with his associates at the Tao of Wellness in Southern

California, co-founded Yo San University of Traditional Chinese Medicine in Los Angeles, and

lectures internationally. Dr. Mao has been featured regularly on television.Albert Vaca, L.Ac. is

a licensed acupuncturist with a strong background in martial arts and competitive sports that

drew him to Sports Medicine and orthopedics. He is a graduate of Yo San University of

Traditional Chinese Medicine and completed postgraduate training at Cedars Sinai Hospital in

Los Angeles and is certified as an Acupuncture Orthopedic Specialist. An educator at heart, he

served as Dean of Clinical Education at Yo San University previously. Albert meditates, teaches

tai chi and is fluent in Spanish.--This text refers to the paperback edition.
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II: Research StudiesResourcesINTRODUCTIONOn her first visit, Beth arrived at our office with

a cane and the agonizing look of someone who has been tormented by pain. Sure enough, she

asked if she could stand during our initial consultation and evaluation—sitting was too

uncomfortable. Five months ago, Beth had woken up with such horrible back pain that she

couldn’t get out of bed. The pain was so severe it made her nauseated. She cried for help, and

her husband tried to help her out of bed but gave up quickly after seeing that Beth’s pain only

increased with every movement she made.An urgent call was placed to Beth’s physician, who

referred her to an orthopedic specialist. The specialist prescribed several medications,

including a muscle relaxant, an anti-inflammatory and narcotic. Beth felt a little better and was

able to move. However, she couldn’t sit or stand for more than 10 minutes without hot,

scorching pain shooting from her right buttock down to her right calf. After one week with little

relief from the drugs, the orthopedist ordered an x-ray and MRI which showed that Beth

suffered from a herniated disc between her fourth and fifth lumbar vertebrae, with nerve

compression on the right side. The scans also showed arthritic changes in the lumbar spine

and bone spurs.Beth underwent physical therapy for six weeks, but the pain persisted. So her

orthopedist advised they proceed with an epidural block injection. After her first injection, Beth’s

pain was 90% better and she felt elated. However, after one week her pain returned with the

same vengeance as before. Beth was devastated. Undeterred, she took another two epidural

shots but did not experience the same relief. Since she failed to respond to the nerve block, her

orthopedist recommended that she consider surgery to remove the portion of the disc that was

pressing on the nerve and to widen the opening where the nerve emerged from the spine. Beth

asked if there were any alternatives to surgery, and her physician suggested that acupuncture



might be worth a shot and referred her to us at Tao of Wellness.After a comprehensive exam

and evaluation, our team formulated a treatment objective for Beth which included reducing

inflammation and swelling of the disc, decompressing the nerve, increasing circulation in the

lumbar spine area, relaxing muscles and reducing pain. The Chinese medicine treatment

modality consisted of acupuncture with electrostimulation, tuina bodywork, cupping, gua sha,

qi gong specifically designed for back pain, an anti-inflammatory diet and nutritional and herbal

supplements such as papain and bromelain (enzymes that block inflammation) and myrrh and

frankincense (herbs that increase circulation and block pain). At the end of the first month of

treatments, Beth reported a pain reduction of about 30%. At the end of three months, her pain

went from about an 8 out of 10 to a 2 out of 10. Her range of motion improved, as well as her

ability to sit and stand for longer periods of time without aggravating her symptoms. Not only

was she practicing qi gong for back pain, but she was also walking 25 minutes daily.Six months

after Beth started her acupuncture and Chinese medicine program at Tao of Wellness, she

reported she was free of pain. A follow up a year later showed that she was still free of pain

and had resumed her normal and active lifestyle. Beth’s case was not an exception—she is

one of thousands of patients who have come to Tao of Wellness over the last 30 years for their

back-pain conditions.An estimated 80% of American men and women of various age groups

suffer from periodic back pain, making it one of the most common reasons to visit primary care

physicians in the United States and leading to an annual cost of nearly $20 billion in medical

treatments and disability claims. More importantly, however, back pain is a hindrance to the

overall quality of life. This is apparent when we consider that the average time to recover from

back pain episodes is six to eight weeks and the pain is more likely to recur throughout our

lives if we do not take appropriate action.Why is back pain so common? The answer may lie in

the fact that humans are bipedal, meaning we have an upright posture and walk with our

legs.The upright posture is maintained by muscle contractions and ligaments. The advantages

of this far outweigh the disadvantages. An upright posture allows us to use our hands to carry

objects and use tools. It also allows us to use a surprisingly small amount of energy. This

efficiency enables the body to remain standing for many hours and to endure longer periods of

walking and running.Our well-developed brains and freed hands that resulted from our upright

position have also allowed us to progress in science and technology. Being bipedal has allowed

us to develop bicycles, boats, automobiles and airplanes, giving us the ability to travel faster

and farther than any known species in the world.The upright position does have a price,

however. One disadvantage is slower speed compared to other species. The other

disadvantage is the additional strain placed on joints not completely evolved to walk upright.

Think of your entire trunk and head being supported by a stick made up of many small pieces

joined together by rubber bands! The joints of the back are especially compromised. Over time,

the effects of weight strain on these joints take its toll.Technology has also sped up our rate of

physical degeneration. We are less reliant on our bodies than ever, and more sedentary and

physically weaker as a result. The average human today is vastly more frail than the average

human of 100 years ago. The good news is that we can make a change. The first step is

resolving any current back pain, and the second step is preventing its recurrence by returning

to the strong, physically active beings we are meant to be.In this book, we offer you a simple-to-

follow program for eliminating back pain, based on over 40 years of cumulative clinical

experience caring for back pain patients. After reading, you will understand not only how the

back functions and how it is put together structurally, but also the importance of stretching and

strengthening exercises called qi gong, as well as healthy postures for staying pain-free. We

discuss integrative therapies for back problems, including mind-body connections, nutritional



and herbal therapies and conventional allopathic and Eastern medical approaches to resolving

pain due to various causes.With stratospheric costs associated with caring for and living with

back problems, we can’t afford to continue in a business-as-usual fashion in dealing with it.

Optimum back pain relief requires an integrative, holistic approach that addresses not only the

symptomatic pain but also its root cause. By integrating proven and cost-effective therapeutic

approaches, we are confident that sufferers, employers and society alike will be the

beneficiaries of BACK to Pain-Free Health.CHAPTER ONEBACK to Basics: Structure and

FunctionIt’s always helpful to understand the structure and function of something before you

attempt to fix it. Your back is no exception. It is at once a simple and complex system of bones,

muscles, nerves and vessels. The invisible but essential part of the tree anatomy is the xylem

tubes inside that transport water and nutrients from the root to the rest of the tree trunk,

branch, leaves and flower. The bones in your back support and frame your body, arms and

legs. The muscles, tendons and ligaments are the rubber bands that keep your bones together

and allow you to stand and walk upright. The nerves connect the brain to the rest of your body,

including all your organs, and give you the ability to move, sense and perform the intricate

dance of life. The vessels that transport nutrients and wastes lubricate, protect and heal

injuries are what keeps your structure alive and functioning optimal. All the pieces fit together

like a puzzle and work elegantly and practically. However, when there is breakdown in any part

of this system due to trauma, weakness, infection or another reason, pain is the first warning.In

this chapter you will learn about the most common causes of back pain. The information is

intended to help you develop a better understanding of your own pain. Once you have a better

insight into your specific condition, I suggest you follow the program outlined in the rest of the

book as well as seek consultation with a licensed acupuncturist or qualified integrative health

care professional for precise diagnostics and treatment.The Backstory of your BackYour

backside consists of five primary regions: neck/cervical, trunk/thoracic, lower back/lumbar,

sacrum, and tailbone/coccyx. This system includes bones, cartilage, intervertebral discs,

ligaments, tendons, muscles, and nerves all relating to the spinal cord, which is the primary

nerve bundle that connects to the brain. The spinal cord and brain make up our central nervous

system—the hub of our physical, mental and physiological being. The central nervous system

serves as the foundation to our existence. When the back is impaired, every aspect of our lives

is affected including our physical, mental and emotional well-being.Meatball on a StickIf an

alien visited our planet and took a look at you, it might appear that that your head is like a

meatball being propped up by a bamboo stick. In reality the stick, your spine, is comprised of

33 bones and is the structural foundation of the human body. The vertebral column of the

human back protects the spinal cord, the primary nerve bundle that joins the brain in what is

referred to as the central nervous system.The Signals of Life - QiThe brain controls all

essential physiological functions, physical movement and sensory perception through the

spinal cord. The spinal cord connects the brain to all nerve endings throughout the human

body. The human organism is brought to life by electromagnetic signals initiated in the brain

and distributed through the central nervous system.A healthy back allows those vital neural

signals that in Chinese medicine, we call them qi or vital energy to travel through the central

nervous system and enable our physiological functions, physical movement, and sensory

interaction with the universe. Qi energy is the signal of life for without it life as we know it

ceases to exist. Taking all this into consideration, it is clear that a healthy back is important for

quality and longevity of life.One Reason for Five-Inch StilettosEver wondered what humans

would look like without a back or spine? The spine makes up two-fifths of the total height of

most people. The bones of the back are the seven cervical vertebrae (neck), twelve thoracic



vertebrae (trunk), five lumbar vertebrae (lower back), five fused sacral vertebrae (sacrum) and

the four coccygeal vertebrae (tailbone). In between each vertebrae are intervertebral discs that

act as soft shock absorbers. If the spaces between your vertebrae decrease, you will become

shorter. This is unfortunately very common in old age if you don’t have a strong and healthy

back. Add in osteoporosis and it is not uncommon to see people in their eighties lose up to five

inches in height. That explains the five-inch stiletto!Your Curves Are BeautifulThe back has four

primary curves: two forward curves in the neck and lower back and two backward curves in the

thoracic back and sacrum. If the curves are gradual and distribute weight evenly, they actually

help to increase the strength of the back, provide balance while standing or sitting upright,

absorb pressure from our day to day activities, and help protect the spine from traumatic

injury.The Not-So-Beautiful CurvesAbnormal curvatures occur when the back is curved

laterally (to the right or left) or if the forward and backward curvatures are excessive, which

leads to painful straining of the muscles and tendons. When the back is curved like a “S” from

side to side it is called scoliosis. When the neck or lower back are curved too far forward these

phenomenons are called kyphosis or lordosis respectively. If left untreated or uncorrected

these abnormal curvatures of the spine can lead to lifelong back pain.The Lego Pieces of Your

BackYour vertebrae are stacked on top of one another like Lego pieces to support the weight

of the head and trunk. They have different sizes and shapes depending on where they are

located. Each vertebrae consists of two parts: body and arch.Your Vertebrae and Oreo

CookiesThe vertebral body is a drum-shaped section located at the front of the spine. The top

and bottom surfaces of the vertebral body are called end plates. Between the end plates are

where the intervertebral discs—or the “shock absorbers”—are located. Imagine the vertebral

body as an Oreo cookie—the disc is the cream in between.The Arch Angels and Facets of Our

BackThe vertebral arch is located at the back of the spine. The vertebral arch is shaped like a

triangle and resembles archangels with pointed arches.The vertebral arch features structures

called facets which literally means “little faces” (two on the top surface and two on the bottom

surface). The facets of adjacent vertebrae join together to form the joints that support the back

and prevent slippage of one vertebra over another.Facet joints help stabilize the spine and limit

excessive motion that would put the spinal cord in danger. The facet joints are lined with

cartilage and are surrounded by a lubricated capsule that enables the spine to bend and twist.

Stress on these facets can generate pain.Stenosis Means Narrowing of the Spinal OpeningThe

space between the vertebral body and arch forms the spinal canal and vertebral foramen—or

the opening through which the spinal cord and nerve roots pass respectively. Narrowing of the

spinal opening is called stenosis, which can cause a great deal of pain. This is just one reason

why it’s imperative that you maintain the health of your vertebrae.The Pelvic Girdle Is Like a

PlanterThe foundation of the spine is the pelvic girdle. Using the bamboo analogy, the pelvic

girdle is the container in which the trunk is planted, allowing upright support as well as bending

without toppling over. This foundation is a movable yet stable structure through which the

body’s weight is distributed. The pelvic girdle is the connecting point of the top and bottom

halves of the body. It consists of the sacrum and the hip that connects to the thighs. The girdle

is comprised of five joints: the two joints on each side that connect the sacrum to the pelvis, the

two joints that connect the hip bones to the thigh bones, and the single joint (symphysis pubis)

that connects the two halves of the pelvis in the front.Don’t Become the Leaning Tower of

PisaAs you stand and sit, the ligaments that connect the sacrum to the pelvic girdle at the

sacroiliac joints have to stay somewhat elastic. But when this joint bears weight, the ligaments

tighten making the pelvic girdle very stable. The angle of the pelvic tilt affects the curvature of

the spine. This angle is a critical determining factor of your posture. If the angle of the pelvic tilt



is correct, then the curves of the spine will be balanced and stable. If the angle of your pelvic

tilt is incorrect, poor posture and consequent back injury is usually the result. A severe tilt may

even make you look like the leaning tower of Pisa.Discs Are the Shock AbsorbersThe

intervertebral discs are located on the upper and lower surfaces of the vertebral bodies, from

the second cervical vertebrae all the way down to the sacrum. They are the shock absorbers of

the back, absorbing the force of day-to-day activities and enabling the spine to move freely.

Without the discs, the force transferred throughout the body could possibly fracture the

vertebrae and vibrate the brain to the point of injury.We Would Be a Lot Shorter Without Our

DiscsEach disc has a fibrous outer layer and a soft, gelatinous core that absorbs fluid. This

core usually enlarges when pressure on the disc is lessened. Consequently, we are often taller

upon waking than we are after a long day of work. On the other hand, the discs naturally shrink

through time. Habitually neglecting to drink enough water can speed up the degeneration of

these discs. As a result, instead of a soft and gelatinous core, you might have a harder core

that presses on the outer fibrous layer with more force, leading to tears that leave you more

vulnerable to bulging or herniated discs—one of the primary causes of back injury and

pain.The Spinal Cord—A Two-Way Street Between the Brain and the BodyThe spinal cord is a

bundle of nerve tissue that travels from the base of the brain, through the spinal canal, ending

at the first and second lumbar vertebrae of the lower back. The spinal cord is the primary

pathway through which the brain and the rest of the body communicate with each other.

Through 31 pairs of nerve roots branching off the spinal cord, the brain is able to transmit

commands to the various organs and muscles. Yet, the nervous system is a two-way street,

since the various tissues of the body are also able to send signals to the brain and elicit an

appropriate response.The Ups and Downs of Your Nerve SignalsThere are two types of nerve

signals. Those that travel from your body to the brain are called ascending. Pain, for example,

is an ascending signal that makes us aware of tissue irritation or injury. Sensory signals are

also ascending, providing our minds with essential information through sight, smell, sound,

taste, and touch.Descending signals travel from the brain to a system within the body. There

are two types of descending signals: motor and autonomic. Motor signals travel from the brain

through the motor nerves of the spinal cord to the appropriate musculoskeletal system to

enable movement. Autonomic signals travel from the brain through the autonomic nerves of the

spinal cord to regulate involuntary physiological functions, such as intestinal movement and

heartbeat. This is the autopilot that enables us to stay alive without thinking about it. Irritation or

damage to spinal cord nerves can manifest as pain anywhere in the body, including the

back.The Nerve Root of Back Pain and DysfunctionNerve bundles consist of sensory nerves,

motor nerves, autonomic nerves, or a mixture of the three. Irritation or damage of the nerves of

the spinal cord can manifest as pain anywhere in the body. Such an injury can also lead to

excessive contraction of a particular body tissue. If a spinal nerve injury leads to an excessive

contraction or spasm, sensory nerves become over-stimulated, circulation of blood is

obstructed, and nourishment to the tissue is depleted. Without nourishment, the tissue

becomes weak and more vulnerable to injury. The injury then releases inflammatory chemicals

that irritate pain receptors that consequently send pain signals to the brain. Additionally, nerve

damage can also lead to an insufficient function of a particular muscle tissue and

consequently, weakness, atrophy, or paralysis may result. This weakness also leaves one more

vulnerable to injury and pain.The Glue That Holds the Skeleton TogetherBoth ligaments and

tendons are made up of collagen. Ligaments and tendons connect to the front and backside of

the vertebrae and keep the spine as one continuous unit. Tendons connect muscle to bone and

ligaments connect bone to bone. They are durable, fibrous bands of collagen that support the



joints and keep them in alignment to prevent injury. Ligaments and tendons are the glue that

holds the skeleton together as a whole. When exaggerated movements on a joint are severe,

ligaments can tear and become inflamed and this injury can result in pain.Spasms Are the

Bane of Muscle’s ExistenceMuscular contraction causes the tendons to pull on your bones, for

either movement or stabilization. An abnormal muscle contraction is called a spasm. Tendons

actually have special sensory nerves that restrict muscle when the pull on the tendon is too

strong. As the muscle becomes tighter from either stress tension or injury, they pull on the

tendon with greater force, increasing the risk of fraying and tearing and consequently

inflammation of the tendon or tendinitis. Inflammation leads to the release of chemicals that

activate local pain receptors. Tendinitis thus leads to joint pain, including pain in the joints of

the back.The Magnitude of Spinal Support MusclesYour back muscles are part of the spinal

support muscles that attach to the spine and are responsible for moving and stabilizing the

back as well as your abdominal core. Spinal support muscles also include muscles of the

abdominal region, buttocks, hips, and legs. Engaging spinal support muscles allow us to carry

out an infinite variety of movement as well as keeping the back aligned.Strong Abs Keep Your

Back WellThe abdominal muscle group, in particular, is a type of spinal support muscle that is

extremely important for the prevention and rehabilitation of back injury. We have four sets of

abdominal muscles that surround the lower torso and serve as the connection between the

pelvis and the ribs. This muscular system is essential for stabilizing the spine, especially during

the most basic bending and twisting movements.The Connectors Between Your Pelvis and

LegsThe muscles of the hips, buttocks and legs, including the psoas, hip flexors, gluts,

piriformis, quadriceps and hamstrings, support the back by controlling the degree of pelvic tilt,

consequently affecting your posture. This group of muscles connect your legs to your pelvis,

and spasms or looseness can throw your posture off. A balanced distribution of force leads to a

strong healthy back, whereas the opposite causes pain and dysfunction.The Link Between the

Back and the CoreThe back is fundamental to the core of the human body. The major muscle

groups of the core are the diaphragm, the pelvic floor, the abdominal muscles, and the muscles

of the mid and lower back. The core is instrumental to maintaining both static core and

dynamic core functions. Static core function is the alignment of the body skeleton to the force

of gravity, allowing for more efficient use of energy. In other words, maintaining proper

posture.Dynamic core function is the basis of all movement. The back stabilizes the body in

motion, integrating postural reactions to changes in speed, motion, and power. Bending and

straightening your body requires the normal functioning of both back and core muscles. If the

core is weak, then the back compensates, causing it to become tight and strained. This is one

of the most common causes of back pain. (In Chapter 5, you will learn exercise and qi gong

practices that strengthen your core.)The Top of the Lacrosse Stick—Your NeckThe neck is a

vital area of the body. It is a corridor for all our vital substances: air, food, blood, and nerves

that transport signals throughout the body. The neck is also the platform for the head and brain.

Because of the neck’s importance, injury impacts the rest of your back and body. Certain neck

pain can be linked to injury of the lower sections of the spine, since the whole spine is an

integrated unit that is literally linked together. This means that pain and injury of the upper,

middle, and lower back can spread to the neck. Furthermore, pain and injury can also start at

the neck and spread down to the upper, middle and lower back. On the other hand, when the

neck is healthy, the whole-body system is optimized.Why You May Be a Pain in Your NeckThe

neck must do a great deal of work. The muscles in the back of the neck bring the head

backward. The muscles in the sides of the neck bend the neck laterally. These muscles also

rotate the head and neck. The muscles in the front of the neck bring the head forward. The



muscles between the shoulder blades support the weight of the head. An average head weighs

10–15 pounds. Poor posture with improper placement of your head can add additional weight

strain to your neck. For example, bending your head at 45 degrees forward for extended period

of time will more than triple the weight burden of 49 pounds to your neck. The constant weight

of the head bearing down on the neck and the countless head movements we do on a given

day may cause strains and inflammation that can constrict blood circulation and slow down

healing, which in turn stresses and injures ligaments that aggravate muscle strains. This

vicious circle is why people suffer from chronic neck pain that sometimes persists for

decades.CHAPTER TWOCommon Conditions of the Neck and BackPain, especially when it

occurs in the back, causes people to either stop in their tracks, get help or turn to something

that allows them avoid it. It is a powerful motivator. Pain informs us that an injury has occurred.

The pain receptors of the back are stimulated by chemical changes, inflammatory responses

and structural factors that result from back injury. Through the pain receptors, pain signals are

sent to the brain. Back pain can be acute or chronic and vary in degree of frequency and

severity. Emotional pain and physical pain can aggravate one another.Four out of five people

will experience back pain at least once in their lives. The World Health Organization states that

some form of back pain affects 80% of people sometime during their lives. Back pain is one of

the most common reasons that people go to the doctor or lose work.Why Do You Have Pain?

The function of back pain is to let us know that the back is injured. Symptoms of pain are the

last thing to manifest. Your body has already been experiencing a malfunction and it has gotten

to the point where it is screaming for help. In fact, pain protects you from doing something

harmful to further injure yourself. Once you know that you have an injury, you are more likely to

get help and eventually heal from it.When Should You Seek Help?•You’ve been managing the

pain yourself for more than three days with no improvement.
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