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			PREFACE
  THE CHANCE DISCOVERY

			I practice physiotherapy in New Zealand. In the different English spoken in the United States, this means I am a physical therapist. In 1956, I was only a few years into my career when a “Mr. Smith” came into the office. He complained of pain that extended from the right side of his lower back to his right knee. It was difficult for him to stand upright. He could bend forward, but he could not bend backward. For three weeks I treated him with heat and ultrasound. These were well-accepted therapeutic techniques then and remain so now. Nevertheless, Mr. Smith did not improve at all.

			Then, late on a Wednesday, Mr. Smith came in for another appointment. I greeted him and said, “Go into that treatment room, please. Undress and then lie facedown on the table, and I’ll be in to see you.”

			Mr. Smith complied—to the letter. I didn’t know it, but another physiotherapist had left the therapy table at an odd angle: the front was elevated 45 degrees. Mr. Smith lay facedown on that table, his pelvis and legs horizontal, his torso sharply elevated in a position called extension.

			But I got a phone call, and then another physiotherapist needed to consult me. And so five minutes passed before I could attend to Mr. Smith. I knocked on his door, walked briskly in, and then froze. To my horror, I saw Mr. Smith lying in the bizarre position just described. Not only was the position odd; in 1956 the position was considered by the medical profession to be one that would cause damage to most any patient. I thought, “My God! What has he done? Has he made his injury much worse?”

			“How are you doing, Mr. Smith?” I asked gingerly.

			“It’s the best I’ve been,” he replied in sunny tones. “All the pain in the leg is gone.”

			I was astounded and mightily relieved, but I wanted to know more. “How’s the low back?” I inquired.

			“The funny thing is, the pain is a little worse, but it’s moved from the right side over to the center.”

			“How are you tolerating that pain?”

			“Better. It’s better when it’s in the middle there.”

			Then he stood up.

			He could do this without pain!

			I asked him to try carefully to bend forward and backward. As you will recall, previously he could bend forward but not backward.

			Now, after those five minutes in that strange position, he suddenly could bend backward with only minor pain.

			His standing up did nothing to reverse the gains he had experienced on the table: there still was no pain in his leg, and the back pain remained centralized.

			I began to recover my equilibrium. “Oh, yes, that’s fine,” I said, stumbling only a little. But I wanted to be sure no damage had been done. “Could you walk around a bit?” I asked him.

			Mr. Smith walked around the treatment room. He walked quite normally. I was relieved. I felt that he had improved so much that we could ask for nothing more that day.

			“Well, that’s long enough for today,” I said. “Come back tomorrow and we’ll try it again.”

			The next day, Mr. Smith was back. And we repeated the same “treatment.” After Mr. Smith had maintained that odd position on the table for about five minutes, all his remaining symptoms were gone.

			Mr. Smith taught me about extension. Learning from his remarkable recovery, I was able to develop exercises and postural-correction techniques involving extension and, later, flexion. On the following pages I will explain all these to you. Thanks to Mr. Smith, you are probably just one book away from being well on the road to recovery.

			IMPORTANT: If you have severe back or neck pain or are having your first episode of back or neck pain, do not use this book. See a physician or other health care provider.

			If you are now suffering from acute lower back pain, and have previously consulted a health care provider about your back pain, skip to Chapter 7, “Instructions for People with Acute Lower Back Pain.”

			Similarly, if you have acute neck pain right now, and have previously consulted a health care provider about your neck pain, skip to Chapter 14, “Instructions for People with Acute Neck Pain.”

			If you have back or neck pain that troubles you but is not acute, start with Chapter 1.
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			INTRODUCTION TO  THE FIRST EDITION

			Introductions to important books are usually written by experts or celebrities. Or, even better, by experts who are celebrities. But I am neither an expert nor a celebrity. I am an attorney who gave up a public service legal career to become a writer. But most important to you, the reader, I am a beneficiary of the McKenzie Method. And I want you to be a beneficiary too.

			As you read these words, it is likely (because you chose to pick up this book) that you have back pain or neck pain. I’ve been there. The main reason I’m not there right now is Robin McKenzie.

			I have had plenty of good luck in my life and plenty of bad, but I have had the astonishingly bad luck to get not just one whiplash injury caused by a rear-end auto collision, but three. I have also had the more common experience of developing lower back pain during my forties.

			Because there are more back patients than neck patients, let’s start with the back. For years I had occasional minor, very tolerable lower back pain for no reason known to me. But I’m a runner: track and cross-country in high school, track at the University of California, Berkeley. One day on a family trip to Santa Cruz, California, I went for a short run in some rolling hills. No back pain during the run.

			But when I stopped, I had back pain that was severe. My family was a mile away, and it was a painful struggle to walk back to them. Back home, the pain was even worse. I remember one day when my wife and I were downtown and the car was a half block away. I asked her to go to the car and pick me up: the back pain was bad enough that I didn’t even want to walk that half block.

			But having already benefited from the McKenzie exercises for the neck, I read the McKenzie exercises for the back. I focused on Back Exercise 3, Extension in Lying. Immediately, the back pain was better. In a few days it was so minor that it was of no concern to me.

			I also learned that I was wrong in my analysis of what had happened. People who run without pain but find their backs hurting immediately afterward blame the running. Same thing with other sports. But McKenzie says—and my experience has borne this out—that typically the problem is not the exercise but what one does afterward. My run had been short, but it had been in hills and at a fairly rapid pace. So when I finished, I was out of breath, and I bent over, hands on knees, just as so many runners and other athletes do after so many types of exercise. This was where I made my mistake. Every indication is that if I had maintained a good posture right after the run, the back symptoms never would have arisen.

			Now to all those whiplash injuries. The first one occurred in 1976. I was stopped at a stop sign and my car was struck by a big Cadillac. I was a member of an early health maintenance organization, and right after my injury, there was no way that HMO would let me see an orthopedist. I saw my family doctor there, but after several weeks my symptoms hadn’t gotten much better. So without asking for a referral, I made an appointment with an orthopedist. He had eight patients an hour, and he spent most of our short time together expressing his astonishment that I had gotten to see him at all.

			In search of relief, I eventually saw seven doctors: one primary care physician and six orthopedists. I was treated with heat, ultrasound, hands-on physical therapy, aspirin (this was before ibuprofen), Valium (as a muscle relaxant), and a hard cervical collar followed by a soft cervical collar. All these things helped some, but none helped in any dramatic way. The pain persisted for more than a year and interfered seriously with my work and social life. I think the only thing that really got rid of the persistent neck pain was the passage of time—September 1976 to January 1978. The only McKenzie I knew about then was a guy in my high school class who played the drums in a rock band.

			The next rear-end auto collision came in May 1986. While I was waiting to turn left at an intersection, my car was struck by a Ford Taurus. I was in a lot of pain once again. But this time I went to just one primary care physician and one orthopedist, who referred me to a physical therapist. For months this physical therapist and his associate treated me with hands-on therapies. These two seemed to know their business much better than the physical therapist of 1976, and almost every time I left their office, I felt much better, but for only about a day.

			But eventually this physical therapist introduced me to the McKenzie exercises. I gave them a try once in a while, maybe one session on one day (you’re supposed to do them about every two hours), then again some weeks later (you’re supposed to do them every day until your symptoms get better). They provided a little relief, but the physical therapist didn’t impress upon me the full value of these exercises or the importance of doing them religiously, which is to say, to do them exactly as McKenzie would have you do them, and to stick with them. Nor did he seem to recognize that certain McKenzie exercises are tailored to certain situations (such as one-sided pain, which was what I had). So my treatment remained mostly of the hands-on variety. And the symptoms again took more than a year to fully resolve.

			In 1993, I had a serious flare-up of my neck condition. This was caused when, as I parked my car, I ran into a curb at moderate speed. Most people would not have been bothered by this, but because of my previous neck injuries, within fifteen minutes I had sharp pain.

			But almost right away I remembered the McKenzie exercises, Neck Exercise 1, Head Retraction in Sitting, in particular. I did this exercise one time. That is, I retracted my head one time and held the position for about three seconds. The neck pain vanished all at once! In three seconds! (Years later I talked with a McKenzie-trained chiropractor, who said, “That’s great when that happens, isn’t it?” He had seen these instant cures with many patients.)

			I’m not saying the McKenzie Method is ordinarily so successful that you can spend three seconds with it and be pain free. Chances are small you will be that lucky. But once in a while it’s just that powerful. And often the first session of exercises provides relief that, while not complete, is quite noticeable.

			Auto collision whiplash number three happened in 1995: a Nissan pickup truck. The pain this time was not generally as severe as in the two other accidents, but it just hung on and hung on through several doctors and one physical therapist. I tried the McKenzie Neck Exercise 1 a few times, and it helped some, but not enough. The pain went on for more than a year.

			Maybe I should have learned my lesson earlier, but I did not learn it until after the resolution of this third whiplash.

			That 1995 auto accident was the last one. But there were countless flare-ups, generally associated with driving. In particular, if I’d strike a curb while parking, I’d have immediate pain. It usually would persist for about a day.

			After one such microcollision, the pain was sharper than usual, and it was on one side. I decided to review the McKenzie exercises more carefully. I skimmed through Neck Exercises 1 through 4 and then came to Exercise 5, Side Bending of the Neck. I realized for the first time that this exercise was for the specific situation I was in: pain mostly or exclusively on one side. My pain was on the right side, probably because the pain from the 1995 accident had been there. It had gone away but left me vulnerable.

			I did Exercise 5 a few times, and the pain was dramatically reduced in the very first session. I did it for one or two more sessions the same day, and it was just about gone. Soon it had entirely disappeared.

			So my message is this: don’t skim, don’t be careless, don’t just glance at the exercises and make a “reasonable” attempt. There is genius in these exercises, but you must do them exactly as Robin McKenzie says. Read every word of every exercise and figure out which one or ones fit your back pain or your neck pain. Do the exercise or exercises exactly as Robin instructs you. Do it as many times as he says in each session. Do it as many times a day as he says to, if your schedule in any way permits that. And do the exercises in the right order. If Robin says to do Exercise 1, then 6, then 1, and then 2, do them in that order! This guy McKenzie has been developing these exercises since 1956, and he knows what he’s talking about.

			You will know all this in your heart only once you have followed his advice (and mine here). When you find out just how right he is, it’s an emotional experience. When the pain suddenly declines or even vanishes, you feel relieved; you feel grateful. You feel like finding out how to reach McKenzie and calling him on the phone. His wisdom is seen not just in the results you get, but in your experience as you do the exercises.

			Neck Exercise 2, Neck Extension in Sitting, is a great example of this. Robin says to retract your head, then tilt it back as though looking at the sky, then, with your head tilted, repeatedly turn your nose a half inch from the midline to the right and left, all the while tilting still farther back. It’s amazing to find that even though you thought you had tilted your head back all the way, you can tilt it still farther back—but only if you turn your nose a little to the right, then to the left, just as he says.

			I have paid the price for not following the McKenzie exercises closely enough. No one—no doctor, no physical therapist—had told me how important it was to do the exercises exactly as Robin McKenzie would have you do them. I’ve paid the price in years of pain and hundreds of medical and physical therapy appointments, 95 percent of which I now believe were unnecessary and therefore a waste of valuable time, not to mention my insurance company’s money and my own (those co-payments).

			Despite my emphasis on the exercises, it’s important to stress two other facts. One is that although McKenzie is known for “extension”—bending the back or neck to a straight position or past that position—his method is much more than that. Even his exercises in some cases involve flexion, which is the opposite of extension. The other is that a back or neck patient will do best if he or she focuses on more than the exercises. That is, the reader should understand the entire McKenzie Method, which includes not only the exercises but a brief discussion of human anatomy, and which concentrates heavily on correct posture as both a preventive and corrective means of dealing with back and neck pain.

			Two additional personal points:

			1. When you have back or neck pain, especially neck pain, you may feel that your painful area is too fragile to mess around with. Your instinct may be to use ice, lie down, not risk making the injury worse. If you have a legitimate medical concern here, such as a serious injury, sure, rest, see a doctor, be sure it’s safe to do the exercises. If it’s your first neck injury, Robin himself says to see a doctor before using the exercises.

			But if your injury isn’t severe, just painful, try the exercises. You may be amazed to find that you probably aren’t so fragile after all. You can tolerate the exercises. You may feel very rapid relief.

			2. If you don’t feel immediate relief, remember what McKenzie will tell you: sometimes relief doesn’t come right away; sometimes the exercises are painful and you are no better after a session or two or a day or two. But stick with them. You will in all likelihood benefit from your patience.

			They say converts are the most impassioned believers, and I’ve been converted from hoping doctors and physical therapists can help me to realizing that with McKenzie’s exercises I can help myself. When I have a back or neck injury or a flare-up, no longer do I wait helplessly for someone to schedule me for an appointment: I read the McKenzie exercises and follow them to the letter. You can too. You should too.

			Learn the McKenzie Method, learn the exercises, then do them exactly as instructed. You will very likely be completely free of pain in a surprisingly short amount of time. From one back/neck sufferer to another, I want you to know that this book may be the most effective doctor you have ever had.

			—Craig Kubey

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION TO  THE SECOND EDITION

			Why is there a second edition? Two reasons. One is that the original 7 Steps to a Pain-Free Life has done phenomenally well in the United States and many other countries. Big sales, flattering reviews. For example, the book shot to number five in the world on the bestseller list at Amazon.com. The book has displayed tremendous endurance, running up big sales every year since its publication. In addition, Amazon.com named 7 Steps the sixth-best health book of the year.

			The other reason for the new edition is that we now have a great deal of new information for the reader. We have updated the back and neck sections of the book. More important, we are dramatically enlarging the book by adding a big new section on self-treatment of the shoulder. This section’s six new, detailed chapters increase the size of the book by approximately 50 percent. Robin McKenzie collaborated on every one of the new chapters.

			—Craig Kubey
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			 YOU CAN STOP BACK AND NECK PAIN

			I don’t claim to have spent years of research attempting to find a new and more effective means for treating back and neck pain. In a flash, those means found me. At least I had the presence of mind to recognize a powerful new therapy when it presented itself. And so, through the willingness of Mr. Smith to follow his physiotherapist’s advice no matter how ridiculous, I discovered the power of extension. My colleagues and I now refer to the experience with Mr. Smith as “the Chance Discovery.” With Mr. Smith and other patients, I rapidly realized that extension is often the key to prompt and effective self-treatment of back pain.

			Over the span of four decades, I have continuously refined the treatment method and applied it not only to back injury and back pain but to neck injury and neck pain as well as shoulder injury and shoulder pain. Most specifically, I have identified seven powerful exercises for the back and seven more for the neck. The method, which also includes postural correction, has become known as the McKenzie Method. Medical researchers have verified the effectiveness of the method for both diagnosis and treatment. Many research articles, published in professional journals, support the method’s techniques.

			The main features of the human spine are the vertebrae—small bony structures that are separated and cushioned by the discs. Distortion of the discs—changes in their shape—often causes pain in the back and neck. The exercises I have developed allow the discs to return to their normal shape.  The result is that pain disappears.

			The exciting thing is that sometimes the pain disappears almost instantly. In some ways, the exercises appeal to the energetic and dedicated: these exercises are for people who want to stop depending 100 percent on others—health professionals—to take care of them. But at the same time, the exercises may also appeal to the lazy.

			The exercises are easy to do. Certain important exercises require the reader to hold a position for about two seconds and repeat the exercise five to ten times. Each exercise session will last no longer than sixty seconds from start to finish. In the early stages of the program, exercise sessions should be repeated seven or eight times a day. To remain pain free for life, readers will need to adopt good posture (even that becomes a comfortable thing to do over time) and perform the exercises twice daily—just two minutes out of their day.

			THE PROBLEM

			Back pain, neck pain, and shoulder pain are serious and big business. They are serious business because they are vexing: many back pain “sufferers” really are suffering a great deal. Their pain is severe, sometimes disabling, often distracting. Sometimes it shoots down their legs (this is called sciatica). Neck pain can in at least one sense be even worse than back pain: being so close to the head, it’s a very personal pain. Like a headache, it’s hard—if not impossible—to ignore. It too can be disabling. Shoulder pain presents very similar problems.

			If you have back pain, neck pain, or shoulder pain, you may have had to stop playing sports. If your back pain is bad enough, you may not even be able to walk. Back, neck, or shoulder pain may have kept you home from work.

			It may surprise you to know that back pain and neck pain are related. Most neck sufferers also have or will have back pain, and a large percentage of back sufferers also have or will have neck pain. Due to problems such as poor posture, a man or woman with back pain is more likely to develop neck pain than is a person without back trouble. Some patients suffer from shoulder pain as well as back or neck symptoms.

			Despite the magnitude of the problem, most people do not get adequate and cost-effective treatment for their back, neck, or shoulder pain. They continue to suffer month after month, year after year.

			Chronic lower back pain is probably the most extensive and costly medical problem in the world. It seems that everyone has back pain. The consensus, based on many scientific studies, is that during their lifetimes more than 80 percent of the people in Western nations suffer at least one episode of back pain severe enough to require bed rest; many others experience back pain that is troubling if not severe. Studies indicate that neck pain presents a severe problem at least once in the lives of 40 percent of the population of these countries. Statistics are not available for shoulder pain, but it can be just as disabling as back or neck pain.

			So back, neck, and shoulder pain are big business. But how are they big business? In just the United States, back pain costs more than $100 billion a year in everything from medical expenses to days lost from work. In 2012, Money magazine, citing a study in the Journal of the American Medical Association, said the average patient with a bad back spends $6,100 a year on it.

			Most people who suffer back and neck pain struggle along on their own. But some visit an orthopedist for an appointment, where the chief beneficiary is the doctor, who may bill $275 for an initial examination. In return for this, the physician often gives the patient nothing more than two prescription slips, one for drugs (which in some cases are ineffective or have unpleasant side effects, or both) and another providing a vague but expensive referral to physical therapy. If drugs and physical therapy don’t do the trick, some physicians recommend surgery. There are more than 3.4 million visits for back pain per year to hospital emergency departments.

			Sometimes surgery is successful; sometimes it is not. All back and neck surgery is costly and requires a recovery period of several weeks, during which time most patients cannot go to work. Most surgery helps more than it hurts, but some operations reduce only some of a patient’s pain, and other surgeries are completely unsuccessful: range of motion is reduced and pain is not.

			Physical therapists and chiropractors may bill $150 per appointment for several appointments a week over many consecutive months. The bill can easily mount well into the thousands of dollars. These well-meaning professionals may do little more than briefly reduce pain through what they call modalities, but which are nothing more sophisticated or effective than ice, heat, and ultrasound. And who has so much leisure time that he or she can easily find three hours a week for treatment, plus the time it takes to get to and from the therapist?

			If you are a typical person suffering back pain, you have recurring pain. The attacks are not getting less frequent; they may even be occurring more often. They may be more disabling than they once were.

			Or your problem may not be recurring; rather, it may be bothering you nearly every day, month after month, in which case it is chronic. Very likely, it has not responded well to physical therapy, chiropractic care, or medication—whether over-the-counter or prescription.

			Or you may have had surgery for your back or neck. Even though you went to a qualified surgeon, the surgery may well have failed to correct your problem.

			Every year for thirty-five years I saw a thousand patients. These patients taught me that the only people who really needed my services were those with recurrent or chronic back problems. The rest would
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