PATIENT GUIDE · UNDERSTANDING THE SPINE
Facet joint pain
The facet joints are the small joints at the back of the spine that guide its movement. Like any joint, they can become worn and painful, and they are a recognised source of back and neck pain. This leaflet explains what facet joint pain is, how it is identified, and how it is treated.
THE BIG PICTURE
Small joints that can wear, like any other
At every level of the spine, a pair of small facet joints link each vertebra to the next and guide how the spine bends and twists. Like the joints in the hands, hips or knees, they can develop wear-and-tear arthritis over the years and become a source of pain — in the lower back or the neck.
IN PLAIN TERMS   The facet joints are like the hinges at the back of each segment of the spine — and, like any hinge worn over the years, they can become stiff and sore.
1  What it feels like
Facet pain is usually a deep ache in the back or neck itself rather than a pain shooting down a limb. It is often worse leaning backwards or twisting, and after standing, with stiffness that eases as you get moving. It can spread into the buttock and thigh, or into the shoulder and back of the head — but pain travelling below the knee or into the hand points more to a trapped nerve.
2  Why scans don't tell the whole story
Facet wear is extremely common on the scans of people who have no pain at all. So a scan showing facet arthritis does not, on its own, prove those joints are causing your symptoms.
WORTH KNOWING   The most specific test is a small numbing injection at the nerves supplying a suspected joint. If it clearly relieves the pain, it suggests those joints are involved — though even this test is interpreted carefully.


3  How it is treated
The foundation is the same as for most back and neck pain:
—  Staying active and avoiding prolonged rest.
—  Physiotherapy and exercise to support the spine.
—  Weight management to reduce load on the joints.
—  Simple pain relief during flare-ups.
For persistent pain clearly arising from the facet joints, radiofrequency denervation uses heat to interrupt the small pain-carrying nerves. In carefully selected people it can give several months of relief and can be repeated, as the nerves gradually recover. It manages pain rather than curing the underlying wear.
4  A word on surgery
Facet joint pain on its own is not treated with surgery, and a fusion is not recommended simply for facet-related pain. Surgery is reserved for specific structural problems such as instability or nerve compression.
THE KEY MESSAGE
Facet joint pain comes from wear of the small joints at the back of the spine — a deep ache, worse leaning back or twisting, that does not shoot down a limb. Because facet wear is common on scans of pain-free people, diagnosis relies on the clinical pattern and, where needed, numbing tests. Most people do well with activity and exercise; radiofrequency treatment helps selected people. Surgery is not a routine treatment.
SEEK PROMPT REVIEW IF YOU NOTICE
—  Weakness or numbness in an arm or leg
—  Pain travelling below the knee or into the hand
—  Any disturbance of bladder or bowel control
A NOTE BEFORE YOU START
This information is for general education and does not replace the advice of your clinical team. Please use it to ask better questions, not to make decisions on your own.
READ MORE & GET IN TOUCH
For more on this and other spinal conditions, visit MohammedMadi.com.
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