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Abstract N\
To investigate the effect of core stability training on nonspecific low back pain (NSLBP) in nurses.

The data were collected retrospectively by reviewing the patient’s medical records and pain questionnaires in our rehabilitation
center. A total of 40 nurses with NSLBP were included and divided into observation group and control group. Each group were given
routine health education for NSLBP. Core stability training was performed in observation group for 4weeks. Surface
electromyography (SEMG) evaluation of erector spine and multifidus muscle, pain Numeric Rating Scale (NRS) and Japanese
Orthopaedic Association (JOA) scores were evaluated and analyzed before and 4 weeks after intervention.

There was no significant difference of NRS score and JOA score between two groups before intervention (P> .05, respectively).
The NRS and JOA scores were significantly improved in both two groups after 4 weeks of intervention (P < .05, respectively).
Moreover, the improvement of NRS and JOA scores in the observation group were better than those of the control group (P < .05,
respectively). No significant difference of average electromyography (AEMG) or median frequency (MF) were noted between the
healthy side and the affected side in both groups before or after intervention (P > .05, respectively). After 4 weeks of intervention, the
AEMG of the healthy and the affected side of the two groups showed an improved trend without significant difference (P> .05,
respectively). The MF of affected side was significantly higher 4 weeks after intervention than those before treatment in the
observation and control group (P < .05, respectively).

Core stability training can alleviate pain, improve the fatigue resistance of the core muscles and the balance of the functions of
bilateral multifidus muscles in nurses with NSLBP.

Abbreviations: AEMG = Average electromyography, JOA = Japanese Orthopaedic Association, LBP = Low back pain, MF =

Median frequency, NSLBP = Nonspecific low back pain, NRS = Numeric Rating Scale, SEMG = Surface electromyography.
Keywords: core stability training, non-specific low back pain, nurses, surface electromyography
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1. Introduction

Low back pain (LBP) is a group of pain syndrome characterized
by pain in the lower back, lumbosacrum, sacroiliac, hip, often
accompanied by leg pain, numbness and weakness. It mainly
involves the lesions of lumbosacral muscles, fascia, ligaments,
joints and intervertebral discs.!""? It affected 9.2% population
worldwide and accounted for 11-12% disabled population.!
Nonspecific LBP (NSLBP) is a general term for LBP, which cannot
detect the exact histopathological changes and cannot identify its
etiology through examination, which accounts for more than
85% of LBP.*! It becomes a public health problem and a
common disease in department of orthopaedics and rehabilita-
tion. Psychosocial distress, poor coping skills, and high initial
disability increase the risk for a prolonged disability course.*! It is
reported that nurses had higher incidence of NSLBP,*~”! which
not only seriously endangers the physical and mental health of
nurses, but also affects the medical work, including high
disability rate and high turnover rate.®” Although one study
showed that the onset age tends to be younger in nurses with the
earliest age of 20years,'%! the early diagnosis and treatment is
still some difficult.

Core muscle stability training is widely used in the treatment of
LBP in recent years.''?I It can strengthen the core muscle to
maintain spinal stability, so as to relief pain. However, it was rare
reported to be used in the NSLBP in nurses.
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The purpose of this study is to evaluate the effect of core muscle
stability training on NSLBP in nurses by measuring the surface
electromyography (sEMG), pain Numeric Rating Scale (NRS)
and Japanese Orthopaedic Association (JOA) LBP score.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Subjects

This is a retrospective cohort study per protocol analysis. This

study was supported by our Hospital Nursing Research Fund. It’s

the study for nurses’ occupational low back pain intervention.

Patients meet strict inclusion/exclusion criteria were given routine

health education, but core stability training were given on a

voluntary basis from January 2016 to December 2017 in our

rehabilitation center. We retrospectively collected the data after
the study was finished. Two authors (Chao-Jun Zou and Fang

Chao Wu) screened the records (stroke patients) from January

2016 to December 2017 in our rehabilitation center indepen-

dently. Finally, a total of 40 nurses with NSLBP in our

rehabilitation center were included. The diagnostic criteria of

NSLBP was according to literature:!'3!

1. lumbar pain, pain locations below the scapular angle and
above the hip with or without radiation pain of lower limbs,
and NRS scores less than 3;

2. no systemic diseases or specific positive imaging findings;

3. psychological factors did not make pain enlarged or prolonged.

Patients with one of the following were excluded:

1. NRS score was greater than 5;

2. radioactive pain below knee joint or obvious organic lesions,
such as lumbar disc herniation;

3. pregnancy, systemic diseases, tumors, scoliosis and other
known reason for LBP;

4. complications with other lumbar diseases (e.g. congenital
spinal stenosis, spondylolisthesis, spinal forward movement);

5. with a history of lumbar fracture, trauma or lower extremity
surgery;

6. serviced in hospital less than 6 years or older than 60years.

Calculation of the sample size was based on our previous pilot
study, the effects of core stability training in low back pain. A
difference in means of 2 points on the Numeric Rating Scale
(NRS) score between the intervention and control group was
considered as clinically relevant. If we applied a power of 80%,
an alpha level of 5%, we had to include 40 patients.

These included nurses were divided into control group (n=20)
and observation group (n=20). The control group included one
male and 19 females aged 23 to 43 years, with a disease duration
of 4 to 37 months. The observation group were all females aged
from 26 to 40years with a disease duration of 3 to 36 months.
There was no significant difference in gender, age, and disease
duration between two groups (P >.05, respectively).

This study was proved by the Ethical Committee of the Sir Run
Run Shaw Hospital of Zhejiang University School of Medicine.
All the participants provided written informed consent to
participate in the study.

2.2. Assessment methods

SEMG, NRS"* and JOA LBP score"®'”! were evaluated for all
patients before and 4 weeks after treatment by one rehabilitation
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physician (T.W.). NRS score was investigated and assigned as
following: 0, no pain; less than 3, mild tolerable pain; 4-6,
tolerable pain, but affected sleep; 7-10, intense pain, intolerable.
JOA LBP score was developed by Japan Orthopaedic Association
including subjective symptoms, physical signs, activities of daily
living and bladder function.

sEMG was performed in a quiet room with room temperature
of 25°C. All subjects did not undergo any vigorous physical
activity within 24 h. Five minutes of warm-up exercises such as
proper stretching was performed before the experiment began.
The sEMG signals of 13-4 erector spine muscle and L35-S1
multifidus muscle were recorded synchronously by Mega
ME6000 T8 electromyograph (Finland Mega Company). The
local skin of the lumbar dorsal muscles of the subjects was treated
with alcohol degreasing before the electrodes were placed. The
electrodes were placed in the fullest part of the erector spine
muscle beside the L3 spinous process and the position of the
multifidus muscle 2cm beside the LS spinous process. The
recording electrodes were marked with a marker pen to be
placed; the distance between the electrodes was 2 cm, parallel to
the direction of the muscle fibers; and the reference electrodes
were placed 3cm outside the middle point of the recording
electrodes. The original EMG waveforms recorded were
analyzed by matching MegaWin 3.1 software. The original
EMG signals of the subjects from the 5 to 35 second of the
initial contraction for 30s were analyzed. Average electromyog-
raphy (AEMG) and median frequency (MF) were extracted for
statistical analysis.

2.3. Intervention

Health education was performed for both 2 groups while core
muscle stability training!"®! was performed in the observation
group only. Health education included enhance the awareness of
occupational protection, avoid incorrect waist posture during
working, weight control, regular exercise for low back pain at
home, and wear waist brace if needed. Core muscle stability
training for intervention group included:

1. bridge exercise in supine position,

2. back extension exercise in prone position,

3. bridge exercise in lateral position,

4. alternate arm and leg lifting in prone position,

5. bridge exercise with swiss ball in supine position (see Fig. 1).

Exercises were designed 5 sets, from 8 to 10 repetitions and
contractions from 5s to 10s. Rest intervals were set as 5 seconds
between the sets and 2 mins between the exercises. Core
stabilization exercise program was applied to the participants of
the observation group for 5 days per week for 4 weeks with a total
of 20 sessions. Each training session lasted for 45 mins, starting
with a 10 mins warm up program and ending with a 5 mins cool
down program.

2.4. Statistical analysis

SPSS17.0 statistical software was used for statistical analysis.
Enumeration data were tested by Chi-square test, and the
measurement data of normal distribution were expressed by
mean +SD. Independent sample t-test was used to measure the
data between the two groups, and paired #-test was used to
analyze the data before and after treatment. P <.05 by bilateral
test was regarded as statistically significant.
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Figure 1. Examples of core stabilization exercises: (A). bridge exercise in supine position, (B). back extension exercise in prone position, (C). bridge exercise in
lateral position, (D). alternate arm and leg lifting in prone position, (E). bridge exercise with swiss ball in supine position.

3. Result

Two cases in the control group were loss to follow-up. There was
no significant difference of NRS score and JOA LBP score
between these two groups before intervention (P>.035, respec-
tively). The NRS and JOA LBP score were significantly improved
in both two groups after 4weeks of intervention (P<.05,
respectively). Moreover, the improved NRS and JOA LBP scores
of the observation group were better than those of the control
group (P <.03, respectively, Table 1).

As for SEMG performed for erector muscle of spine and
multifidus muscle, AEMG in the affected side was lower than
these in the healthy group without significant difference in both
groups before or after intervention (P >.035, respectively). After 4

weeks of intervention, the AEMG of the healthy side and the
affected side of the two groups showed a trend of improvement,
but there was no significant difference between two sides(P >.035,
respectively). AEMG of affected side of the erector muscle of
spine and multifidus muscles in both two groups after 4 weeks
intervention was significantly higher than those before treatment
(P <.05, respectively, as showed in Table 2).

The MF in the affected side was lower than these in the healthy
group without significant difference in the two groups before
intervention (P > .05, respectively). The MF of affected side of the
erector muscle of spine and multifidus muscles in the observation
group after 4weeks intervention was significantly higher than
those before treatment both in the observation and control group

NRS and JOA LBP scores in two groups pre- and post-intervention.

Control group Observation group
Baseline After P1 Baseline After P1 P2
NRS score 344+1.14 2.50+1.20 t=6.26 3.33+£1.08 1.28+0.89 t=9.99 t=3.60
P=.00 P=.00 P=.00
JOA score 18.44+1.65 20.67+1.57 t=-6.38 18.72+1.96 23.89+2.05 t=-9.39 t=-5.44
P=.00 P=.00 P=.00

The NRS and JOA LBP score were significantly improved in both two groups after 4 weeks of intervention (P < .05, respectively). Moreover, the improved NRS and JOA LBP scores of the observation group were
better than those of the control group (P< .05, respectively). JOA = Japanese Orthopaedic Association, LBP = lower back pain, NRS = Numeric Rating Scale, P1 = Pvalue compared within group, P2 = Pvalue
compared between two groups after therapy.
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Table 2.
AEMG in two groups pre- and post-intervention (V).
Control group Observation group
Baseline After P1 Baseline After P1 P2
Erector spine muscle
Healthy side 97.44+13.03 109.50+12.24 t=-8.79 98.22+12.43 117.39+12.02 t=-12.20 t=-2.01
P=.00 P=.00 P=.05
Affected side 84.39+11.27 93.33+10.00 t=-12.20 85.39+12.60 101.06+11.44 t=-14.77 t=-2.22
P=.00 P=.00 P=.03
Polyfidus muscle
Healthy side 79.22+9.97 89.06+9.33 t=-27.02 80.28+10.71 92.56+10.41 t=-11.14 t=-1.09
P=.00 P=.00 P=.28
Affected side 70.89+8.48 79.28+7.89 t=-8.52 72.00+10.34 88.67+10.60 t=-22.90 t=-3.10
P=.00 P=.00 P=.00

AEMG in the affected side was lower than these in the healthy group but without significant difference in both groups pre- and post-intervention (P> .05, respectively). After 4 weeks of intervention, the AEMG of
the healthy side and the affected side of the two groups showed a trend of improvement, but there was still no significant difference between two sides(P> .05, respectively). AEMG of affected side of the erector
muscle of spine and multifidus muscles in both two groups after 4 weeks intervention was significantly higher than those before treatment (P< .05, respectively).

P1 = P value compared within group, P2 = P value compared between two groups after therapy.

(P<.05, respectively). Moreover, the MF data in the affected side
was showed a consistent trend with the healthy side in the
observation group after 4 weeks intervention (Table 3).

4. Discussion

NSLBP, a common type of LBP, affects the daily life of affected
nurses.* 1% It may be due to the fatigue of the paravertebral
muscles, which maintain the stability of the spine, especially in the
lumbar spine. These muscles need to maintain contraction for a
long time to ensure the stability of the spine and the movement of
the trunk. Long time standing or abnormal signature may worsen
these fatigue of muscle fibers. Till now, therapy for NSLBP are
very limited, including rest in hard mattress, physical therapy
(e.g. hot compress), and appropriate analgesics. Previous studies
showed that the effect of treatments for mild NSLBP was better
than severe patients, which implied that early diagnosis and early
intervention are very important. Traditional diagnosis of NSLBP
mainly relies on self-report, physical examination, scale evalua-
tion, CT and MRI imaging, and traditional electromyography.
Recently, SEMG technology provides the possibility for early
detection of slight neuromuscular dysfunction and observation of
curative effect. SEMG is a technique for quantitative and
qualitative analysis of neuromuscular function by placing skin

surface electrodes on muscle surface to collect EMG signals
during muscle activity (isotonic, isometric and isokinetic).”!
Our results showed that the pain degree and scale scores were
improved after 4weeks even just accepting education. This
suggested that excessive lumbar fatigue and long-term fixed
posture may be the important causes of NSLBP in nurses, and rest
and good posture maintenance are effective to improve NSPBL.
The efficacy of exercise therapy in alleviating NSLBP has been
widely recognized."*”! In our study, we noted that nurses accepted
core muscle stability training improved significantly than these
accepted rehabilitation educations only. Core muscle stability
training is widely used in the treatment of LBP in recent
years,!"""'?I but rare for NSLBP in nurse. It was regarded that core
muscle stability training may strengthen the lumbar paraspinal
muscles (e.g. erector spine muscle, multifidus muscle), maintain
spinal stability, and so to relief the pain.!"'*!I Hence, core muscle
stability training can effectively improve the symptoms of
NSLBP, which is worthy of further promotion in clinical practice.
Our results also showed that MF of lumbar paraspinal muscles
in the observation group were significantly improved after 4
weeks training. Moreover, the MF and AEMG were increased
and much similar with the healthy side after 4 weeks training.
These suggested that core muscle stability training increase the
muscle fatigue resistance and the balance of muscle recruitment in

MF between two groups pre- and post-intervention (Hz).

Control group

Observation group

Baseline After P1 Baseline After P1 P2
Erector spine muscle
Healthy side 78.44+12.03 86.50+11.25 t=-7.55 79.22+12.33 94.39+12.01 t=-11.21 t=-2.09
P=.00 P=.00 P=.04
Affected side 75.39+12.27 85.83+11.01 t=-11.08 75.39+12.61 92.06+13.44 t=-13.77 t=-1.56
P=.00 P=.00 P=.13
Polyfidus muscle
Healthy side 84.23+16.97 94.06+9.33 t=-26.01 90.22+11.71 103.56 +10.41 t=-13.15 t=-2.96
P=.00 P=.00 P=.01
Affected side 80.89+8.48 89.28+7.79 t=-8.52 84.00+15.34 101.74+12.60 t=-21.91 t=-3.67
P=.00 P=.00 P=.01

The MF of affected side of the erector muscle of spine and multifidus muscles in the observation group after 4 weeks intervention was significantly higher than those before treatment both in the observation and
control group (P< .05, respectively). P1 = P value compared within group, P2 = P value compared between two groups after therapy.
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the affected and healthy side of the lumbar spine. The results
suggest that core stability training can effectively improve the
fatigue resistance of paravertebral muscles in patients with LBP,
thereby restoring spinal stability and alleviating the onset of
NSLBP symptoms.*?!

Therefore, according to the results of this study, we speculate
that the important factor of pain in NSLBP patients is the
decrease of fatigue resistance of paravertebral muscles, and core
stability training can effectively recruit muscle contraction,
thereby restoring the stability and symmetry of the spine. As our
study is 4 weeks only, further long-term follow-up studies are
necessary to investigate the long-term efficacy.

Some limitations should be addressed as well. First, this is a
retrospective study. Both patients and physiatrists were not blind
to the therapy, thus the possibility of selection bias and placebo
effect should be considered in the interpretation of our results.
Second, our population consisted of working-age LBP patients,
whose results may not correlate with other age groups, such as
older adults LBP conditions. The LBP in working-age population
may remit spontaneously. Third, although 40 patients were
included, this study included a relatively small sample. In the
future, multicenter studies with RCT and a long-term follow-up
period should be performed to explore the core stability training
effects on the fatigue resistance of the core muscles and the
balance of the functions of bilateral multifidus muscles in patients
with NSLBP.

In summary, our results show that core stability training can
alleviate the symptoms, improve the fatigue resistance of the core
muscles and the balance of the functions of bilateral multifidus
muscles in patients with NSLBP. Long-term follow-up studies are
necessary to investigate the long-term efficacy.
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