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MRI	  of	  the	  spine	  may	  be	  very	  misleading	  because	  of	  the	  well-‐documented	  prevalence	  of	  
disc	  disease	  in	  asymptomatic	  patient	  

MRI	  STUDIES	  HAVE	  REVEALED	  LUMBAR	  DISK	  ABNORMALITIES	  IN	  UP	  TO	  THREE	  
QUARTERS	  OF	  ASYMPTOMATIC	  SUBJECTS	  INCLUDING	  THOSE	  WITH	  NO	  PREVIOUS	  
HISTORY	  OF	  LOW	  BACK	  PAIN,	  SCIATICA	  OR	  NEUROLOGIC	  CLAUDICATION.	  
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Disk	  degeneration	  at	  least	  one	  lumbar	  level	  is	  universal	  in	  asymptomatic	  subjects	  over	  
60	  years	  old.	  The	  prevalence	  of	  degenerative	  disc	  findings	  in	  lumbar	  MRI	  among	  young	  
adults	  (age	  21	  years),	  almost	  50%	  have	  at	  least	  one	  degenerated	  disc	  and	  a	  quarter	  
had	  a	  bulging	  disc	  	  
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Degenerative	  findings	  of	  the	  facet	  joints	  on	  radiographic	  studies	  have	  not	  been	  found	  
to	  correlate	  with	  Z-‐Joint	  mediated	  pain	  since	  they	  are	  frequently	  found	  in	  
asymptomatic.	  
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Imaging	  studies	  of	  the	  spine	  are	  indicated	  and	  appropriate	  if	  the	  history	  and	  the	  physical	  
examination	  findings	  are	  consistent	  with	  nerve	  root	  compromise	  and	  symptomatic	  spinal	  
stenosis	  with	  neurogenic	  claudication.	  
	  
However,	  considering	  the	  high	  incidence	  of	  asymptomatic	  abnormalities	  on	  imaging	  
studies	  it	  is	  imperative	  to	  correlate	  imaging	  findings	  with	  history,	  mechanism	  of	  injury	  and	  
objective	  findings	  on	  physical	  examination	  in	  order	  to	  establishing	  causation,	  provide	  
appropriate	  necessary	  treatment	  interventions	  and	  avoid	  unnecessary	  treatments.	  	  
	  


