
 

  

 

 

 

Ten facts about Lumbar Spinal Stenosis (LSS) 

1. What is lumbar spinal stenosis? 

Lumbar spinal stenosis is a condition of the low back that can cause back and/or leg pain and 

other symptoms. LSS affects about one in 10 people in the general population and is much 

more common in older adults. About 103 million people world-wide suffer from LSS. 

 
2. What causes lumbar spinal stenosis? 

The most common cause of LSS is age-related wear and tear (also known as osteoarthritis) that 

narrows the openings (canals) in the spine where the nerves exit. This causes irritation and/or 

compression to the spinal nerves. 

 
3. What are the symptoms of lumbar spinal stenosis? 

Common LSS symptoms include an aching or cramping pain in the lower back, buttocks, thighs, 

calves, or feet. These symptoms usually become worse when standing and walking because 

the spinal openings (canals) get smaller during these activities. 

 
4. Why do I feel better when I sit? 

When sitting down, the openings (canals) in the spine get bigger which decreases irritation to 

the nerves and can reduce or eliminate symptoms. 

 
5. Are MRI scans necessary to diagnosis lumbar spinal stenosis? 

MRI scans may provide helpful information to the healthcare provider but are not usually 

required to diagnosis LSS. It's usually diagnosed based on symptoms and a physical 

examination. 

 
6. What are other causes of leg pain? 

Although lumbar spinal stenosis is a common condition, not all leg pain is related to it. For 

example, leg pain may be caused by sensitive muscles and joints, by poor circulation restricting 

blood flow to the legs, or by hip arthritis. 

 
7. How is lumbar spinal stenosis treated? 

Treatment for LSS ranges from conservative care to surgery. Because there is no cure for 

lumbar spinal stenosis, self-management strategies are important for long-term benefit. 

 

8. My imaging reports showed degeneration in my back causing lumbar spinal 

stenosis. What does this mean? 

As people age most will develop degenerative changes (wear and tear) in their spine, but not 

everyone experiences symptoms. It is important to determine whether the medical imaging 



 

  

 

 

 
 

 
matches the patient's symptoms, as well as the physical examination findings. This is why 

healthcare providers should treat based on this whole picture not just imaging. 

 
9. What is conservative care for lumbar spinal stenosis? 

Conservative care is recommended as the first line treatment for LSS. Effective conservative 

care includes manual therapy, exercise, and education on self-management. Most people 

experience improvement with conservative care. 

 
10. What is surgical decompression? 

Surgical management is recommended when there is significant deterioration in LSS symptoms 

and function and when conservative care does not help. There are different surgical techniques, 

such as spinal decompression. Decompression involves removal of bone from the spine to 

increase the size of the spinal openings. 


