Clinical Pearl:  Hip pathology and biomechanics must be evaluated thoroughly when assessing etiology for lower back pain syndromes.  Correcting hip, pelvis and lower extremity dysfunction will lead to a more stable platform for the lumbar spine.  
The Hip-Spine Syndrome: Can Treating Osteoarthritis

of the Hip Alleviate Low Back Pain
A recent study by researchers from Texas and Israel suggests that treating hip osteoarthritis can substantially relieve back pain.  Peleg Ben-Galim, MD, suggests treating the hip first.  This “hip-spine syndrome” can cause an abnormal wobbling gait, abnormal sagittal spinal alignment and balance, as well as back symptoms.  This topic was first researched in 1983, where C. M. Ofierski, MD, and MacNab, MD, warned that looking at either the hip or lumbar spine in isolation could lead to misdiagnosis and incorrect treatment.

This pilot study included 25 patients scheduled for hip arthroplasty.  Baseline levels of pain and function for both the hip (with visual analog pain scales and the Harris Hip Score) and low back (with visual analog pain scales and the Oswestry Disability Index) were taken.  These patients all had severe radiographic disease of the hip, while only modest, or “normal”, degeneration of the spine.  Substantial pain was reported in both anatomic regions.  Three months after surgery, pain scores at the hip fell from a mean of 7.08 to 2.52 out of 10.  The Harris Hip Score improved by more than 36 points on a 100 point scale (zero signifying maximal disability).  Low back pain scores fell from a mean of 5.04 to 3.68 out of 10.  The Oswestry Disability Index score improved from 36.72 to 24.08 (100 signifying maximal disability).

A larger study and longer follow-up seems necessary to explore hip-spine syndrome in depth.  A study of 25 patients may not represent the larger population and a lengthy rehabilitation process may be responsible for improvement after 3 months.  In the case of someone considering hip replacement, but who also has spinal stenosis, many surgeons treat the hip first for two main reasons.  Hip replacement is more successful and more predictable.
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