
Backaches 
while pregnant

CAUSES
Pregnant women get backaches 
because:
•	 The growing uterus and 

extra weight pull the body 
forward. Standing this way 
can strain the back muscles.

•	 Hormones are released 
during pregnancy. These 
make the ligaments soften 
and stretch. Ligaments are 
tissues that surround and 
support the joints.

•	 Joints in the lower back get 
sore from pressure. This 
happens to joints in the 
pelvic area, too. The baby is 
growing in size and weight.

•	 The baby presses against the 
tailbone.

•	 Abdominal muscles that 
support the spine stretch 
and strain.

PREVENTION
Do exercises your health care 
provider tells you to do. Use 
good posture, too. Keep your 
spine straight when you are 
standing. Have a friend check 
your back for curving: Stand 
with your heels against a wall. 
Ask your friend to look at your 
back. Tell him or her to let you 
know if it curves. Center your 
weight over the pelvic area. Be 
careful when you bend over, 
too. Bending wrong can give 
you a backache. 

BACK LABOR
Most women have some back 
pain during labor. Some 
women have it through their 
whole labor. This is called back 
labor. It is caused by the way 
the baby is lying. The back of 
the baby’s head presses against 
the tailbone. Or it may press 
slightly to one side of it.

TRIAGE QUESTIONS

Do you have a backache plus these signs?
•	 Sudden, sharp, severe pain in the lower belly.

•	 Rapid heartbeat. Fainting (sometimes).

•	 Vaginal bleeding.

Does the pain go down your legs?

Do you have one or more of these problems?
•	 The pain is very strong and does not go away. 

•	 You feel weak or numb.

•	 You feel tingling in your toes.

Does your back hurt more when you move, cough, sneeze, 
lift, or strain?

Have you been unable to hold your urine or body waste?

Do you have any of these problems with back pain?
•	 Pain, burning, or itching when you pass urine.

•	 Fever or throwing up.

•	 Urine has a foul odor. Bloody urine.

NO YES

USE SELF-CARE

NO YES CALL DOCTOR

NO YES CALL DOCTOR

NO YES CALL DOCTOR

GET EMERGENCY MEDICAL CARE

NO YES CALL DOCTOR

NO YES CALL DOCTOR
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When you stand:
•	 Stand straight.

•	 Tuck in your bottom.

•	 Don’t hollow your back.

•	 Don’t tighten your shoulders 
or hold them back. Keep 
them dropped.

•	 If you have to stand for a 
long time: Stretch your feet 
and shift your weight. Rest 
one foot and then the other 
on a footstool or telephone 
book.

When you sit:
•	 Sit on a straight chair with a 

high back.

•	 Rest your back against the 
chair’s back.

•	 Put a pillow at the small of 
your back.

•	 Rest one or both feet on a 
footstool.

•	 Don’t sit too long. It strains 
your lower back. Get up and 
walk around.

When you bend:
•	 To pick something up, squat 

down on your heels and bend 
your knees. Keep your upper 
body straight. Don’t lean 
over from the waist. Use the 
strength from your legs, not 
your back.

•	 To do something down low, 
kneel or squat. Or get down 
on all fours. That way, you 
help take the baby’s weight 
off your spine.

When you lie down or sleep:
•	 Use a firm mattress. If you 

don’t have one, have someone 
help you place a board under 
your mattress. Or have 
someone put your mattress 
on the floor.

•	 Lie on your left side with 
your knees bent. Bend the 
upper knee more than the 
lower knee. Leave a lot of 
space between your legs.

•	 Put a pillow under your 
upper knee and leg.

SELF-CARE FOR GOOD POSTURE
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SELF-CARE
•	 Don’t gain too much weight.

•	 Wear shoes with low (but not 
flat) heels.

•	 On a long car ride, stop every 
two hours. Get out and walk 
around.

•	 Don’t take medicine for pain. 
Ask your health care provider 
first.

•	 Don’t lift objects over 15 
pounds.

•	 Don’t do exercises where 
you lift both legs at the same 
time.

•	 Do exercises for stronger back 
and belly muscles. Ask your 
health care provider for these.

•	 Do relaxation and deep 
breathing exercises. Do yoga.

•	 Have someone massage your 
lower back. Massage won’t 
cure a backache. It can loosen 
tight muscles, though.

•	 Apply warm, moist heat to 
your back. Use a hot water 
bottle or warm wash cloth.

•	 Ask your health care provider 
if you should wear a back 
support girdle, a back brace, 
or a special elastic sling.

•	 Do an exercise called the 
“pelvic rock.” This exercise 
helps your lower back be 
more flexible. It helps make 
the muscles in your belly 
stronger. {Note: Tell your 
health care provider if you get 
pain when you do the pelvic 
rock. Ask for help if you have 
a problem doing the pelvic 
rock.}

1.	 Stand 2 feet away from the back of a chair. Put your hands on the chair’s 
back. Keep your elbows straight. Bend a little forward from your hips.

2.	 Push your hips backward and relax the muscles in your belly. Relax your 
back. Bend your knees a little.

3.	 Slowly pull your hips forward. Tuck your buttocks under as if someone 
were pushing you from behind.

4.	 Repeat steps 1, 2, and 3.

SELF-CARE FOR 	
BACK LABOR
•	 Don’t lie on your back.

•	 Find a position that tilts the 
baby’s weight off your spine. 
Examples: down on all fours, 
leaning forward, kneeling.

•	 Have someone apply warm, 
moist heat to your tailbone. 
Or he or she can use pressure 
with the palm of the hand. 
An ice pack may help in late 
labor.

•	 Do the pelvic rock.

You can do the pelvic rock on your hands and knees.

1.	 Get down on all fours. Have your knees slightly apart. Have your back and 
elbows straight.

2.	 Breathe in. As you breathe in, relax your back. Use the muscles in your 
lower belly.

3.	 Breathe out. As you breath out, let your back relax down to a flat position. 
Do not let your back sag.

4.	 Repeat steps 1, 2, and 3.

You can stand to do the pelvic rock.
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