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What is a herniated disc? 
This is when the disc (which is the soft cushion part between the bones in the spine) pushes out and 

presses on the nerves coming from the spinal cord. In less severe cases this is called a bulging disc or 

irritated disc. 

The disc is found between the vertebrae and together make up 

the spinal column. In the middle of the spinal column is the 

spinal cord. The nerves from the neck supply the arms and 

hands, and the nerves from the low back supply the legs and feet. 

Its the discs between the vertebrae that allow us to move freely. 

They serve as shock absorbers while you walk and perform other 

activities.  

The disc itself is made up of 2 main sections. The outer part, the 

annulus, is made up of tough cartilage that is comprised of a 

series of rings. The centre of the disc is a jelly-like substance 

called the nucleus pulpous. A disc herniates when part of the jelly 

centre pushes through the outer wall of the disc into the spinal 

canal, and puts pressure on the nerves. A bulging disc is when the 

jelly substance pushes on the outer wall but doesn't completely 

break through the wall.  Of course it is possible to have a hernia 

without pain, when the disc doesn't push onto any nerve. Recent 

studies have shown out of 100 people scanned with no back pain 

60 will have a hernia. The pain comes from the pressure on the 

nerve, which is normally caused by inflammation, and so 

conservative treatment usually concentrates on gently reducing 

this inflammation and irritation.  

Why does a disc get herniated? 
As we grow older, your discs become flatter - less cushiony. If a disc becomes too weak, the outer 

part may tear and the jelly centre can push outwards. There doesn’t appear to be one reason for this, 

but there are known contributing factors - poor posture, trauma, excessive longterm strain on the 

back, or lifestyle factors like smoking are all known to increase the likelihood of a hernia. Herniated 

discs are most common in people in their 30s and 40s. 

What can my osteopath do to help me? 
Herniated discs take time to heal. Osteopathy is a gentle hands-on, non-invasive treatment which 

aims to reduce the pain and stiffness associated with herniated discs by employing techniques that 

stretch and decongest the surrounding soft tissues, increase the local circulation and help reduce the 
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inflammation. The osteopath will also work holistically, looking at surrounding structures, and help 

speed up the healing process and recovery. With disc problems more than any other it is vital that 

the patient helps themselves. 

 

How can I help myself? 
There are a number of ways you can help yourself. The most important is to be aware of the position 

and forces you are putting through your spine. The idea is to limit as much as possible any further 

irritation to the disc you may cause, and give it the necessary time to heal. The hard bit to understand 

is that discs themselves are poorly supplied by nerves and therefore any damage done to them takes 

a number of hours before being felt, and therefore the patient often doesn’t see the link between 

what they do and the pain they subsequently feel. To help the disc heal faster you should try and be 

aware of. 

- Movements – Avoid bending forward (as this puts direct elevated force through the discs) 

That means you must avoid leaning forward to brush your teeth, hoover, 

put your socks on and hundreds of other things. 

- Lifting – Avoid lifting heavy objects, such as large boxes, or 

children. If you have to pick things up keep your back as straight as 

possible, bend your knees and keep the object close to you. 

- Chairs – Avoid sitting in soft low chairs, and instead opt for a 

hard backed chair. (Like the sort commonly found in the kitchen) Sit for 

no longer than ½ hour before getting up and walking around. Ensure 

your low back is pushed into the back of the chair, to ensure you have a 

good posture. 

- Exercise – Walking is very good for the back as it encourages the muscles to relax and 

increases blood flow. It is important to walk as much as possible, in your pain free capacity, which 

often means walking short distances to begin with, normally with small steps. 

- Shoes – Don’t wear high-heeled shoes, instead try and wear flat, comfortable, good 

supporting shoes such as trainers. 

- Sleep – Avoid sleeping in very soft beds, and try to sleep on 

your side with your neck supported with a good pillow, and a small 

pillow between your knees so that you sleep in a neutral position. 

What are my chances of getting better? 
Your chances are good, the disc will normally heal as long as you can avoid re-irritating it. 

However it will take time. Most people with a herniated disc will be better after 4-6weeks. If 

the pain gets worse, or if it remains for a very longtime it may very occasionally require 

surgery to relieve the pain (c.5% of cases)  
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IMPORTANT - Loss of bowel or bladder control or weakness in both legs at the same time 

should be considered a medical emergency. Seek immediate attention. 


