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The first 3 months following surgery

The surgery has been done to cause joints in your lower spine to fuse 
together. Initially there is a healing stage then, with time, your back 
should become more stable. If you do not follow the advice given in this 
booklet, the bones in your spine may not heal together properly.

It is normal to experience some discomfort in your back following 
surgery, this may ease with time.

The main goal in the first 3 months is to maintain your spine in good 
alignment to allow the fusion to occur. Some patients may need to wear 
a corset during this stage.

It is important during everyday activities to be conscious of your posture 
and maintain the 3 spinal curves.

 

Try to limit bending and twisting 
movements which may overstretch the 
lumbar spine.

You may need to adapt activities to 
avoid forcing movement at the lumbar 
spine. For example, by sitting down to 
put shoes and socks on, rather than 
standing.

Cervical
curve

Thoracic
curve

Lumbar
curve
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What is the best way to increase my activity levels?

Recovery after spinal fusion will vary between all individuals. This will 
depend on many factors, including your usual activity and fitness levels, 
and the levels of pain that you may experience.

However, in all situations early activity is important and encouraged for 
a good recovery after the operation.

Walking is the best way to start becoming active and to slowly regain 
normal activity levels.

Each week gradually increase the distance you walk.

Start with a short distance (2 minutes for example) and increase by a 
small amount each day.

Try to do little and often (for example 3 walks a day), aiming to regain 
your normal walking distance at about 3 to 6 months. This could take 
longer if you were previously very active.

It is important to be aware of how your body reacts to activity.

After your operation, you can expect the pain in your back to increase 
while you are active. It will then reduce back to your normal level of 
discomfort when you stop.

If you have any pain in your leg that comes on when you are walking or 
exercising, then you should stop the activity immediately.

In most cases, the leg pain should settle down and return to normal 
levels within a few hours after stopping the activity.

However, if your leg pain is still present 24 hours after stopping the 
activity and is the same degree of pain as before the operation, then 
you should consider contacting your GP for further advice.
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How active should I be?

Here are some examples of possible activity levels at different 
timescales.

____________________________________________________________

2 weeks after surgery

Gentle movements normally done when moving around the 
house. Gradually increasing the distance you walk.

____________________________________________________________

4 weeks 

Doing a few more light household jobs.

Regularly going out to walk in your local area for periods of 10 to 30 
minutes, depending on your pain and previous levels of fitness and 
activity.

Gradually build your walking distances up on a daily basis.

____________________________________________________________

6 weeks

Starting to drive if you feel safe to do an emergency stop.

____________________________________________________________

3 months 

Returning to previous activity levels.

Starting sports and work if the consultant has approved this.
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What can I do?

Do's 

• Do keep your spine in good alignment.
• Do get out of bed by rolling on to your side and then sitting up.
• Do sit as soon as you are comfortable to do so.
• Do gradually increase your activity levels.
• Do go for regular walks.
• Returning to work will depend on the type of work you do.

Don'ts 

• Don't do exercises to try and regain movement in your spine at 
the level of the fusion. Avoid excessive movements of your back 
(such as fully twisting or fully bending your back).

• Don't sit up in bed to read.
• Don't sit on low sofas or chairs for longer than 30 minutes at a 

time, as this will cause you to slouch and move your spine to end 
of range.

• Don't lift, push or pull heavy loads, such as vacuuming or heavy 
washing loads for at least 6 weeks. People with more manual 
jobs will be looking at 3 to 6 months for moving loads at work.

• Don't do any sport unless advised by your consultant or 
physiotherapist. Any return to sport should be slow and graded 
and at such a low level that it should feel easy.

• Don't do any high impact activities; for example exercises on a 
trampoline or jumping activities.

• Don't do activities which may involve unpredictable movements 
for at least 6 weeks, such as playing football with children.

• Don't drive for 6 weeks, unless advised otherwise by your 
consultant. You must feel safe to do an emergency stop and you 
may need to inform your insurance company of your spinal 
operation.
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You may be referred from follow-up clinic to a physiotherapy outpatient 
service, if the surgeons feel this is appropriate.
 

Contact details

If you have any concerns or queries regarding your back following 
surgery, please contact:

Ward N2

• 0114 271 2891

The Physiotherapy Department

• 0114 271 5988    Northern General Hospital
• 0114 271 2774    Royal Hallamshire Hospital

and ask to speak to a member of the spinal team.

 

Your physiotherapist on the ward is:

 

Contact number: 
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