
6
Things to Consider 


Before Back Surgery

1. Why a Diagnosis 

Doesn't Automatically 
Mean Surgery
MRI findings like bulging discs or bone 

spurs don't always explain why someone 

is in pain or how much a finding is 

contributing to their symptoms. A 

complete evaluation considers pain 

patterns, strength changes, physical 

exam findings, and how symptoms 

respond to different treatments.

2. When Surgery 

Is the Right Answer
Surgery is clearly warranted for conditions 

like cauda equina syndrome, spinal 

fractures, tumors, and severe instability, 

but these account for a small percentage 

of back pain cases. Any recommendation 

should include a clear explanation of why 

waiting would cause harm.

3. What Conservative 

Care Can Address
Conservative care addresses the 

underlying factors contributing to 

discomfort and improves function without 

surgery. Herniated discs, sciatica, spinal 

stenosis, and chronic lower back pain can 

all respond to movement, strengthening, 

physical therapy, and chiropractic care.

4. Why Doctors 

Usually Start With 

the Simplest Option
Just as a sprained ankle wouldn't go 

straight to surgery, back pain typically 

starts with the safest treatment first. This 

helps many people recover without 

surgery and preserves future options, 

since surgery permanently changes 


the spine.

5. What Questions 

to Ask Before Saying 

Yes to Surgery
Before agreeing to surgery, ask what is 

causing your pain, whether all non-

surgical options have been tried, what 

realistic results to expect, whether it is safe 

to wait, and whether a second opinion 

from another specialist makes sense.

6. Get to the Right Answer 
for Your Situation
The right decision depends on what is 

causing symptoms, whether there is any 

risk of permanent nerve damage, and 

whether conservative care has been 

given a fair chance. Taking time to 


explore options ensures the decision is 

made with confidence.
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