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Abstract:  Low-back pain is a very common complaint encountered 
in the primary care setting.  It is not unusual for patient’s to 
report pain or numbness and tingling, known as sciatica, in one 
leg that accompanies back pain.  Only a small percentage of these 
are due to compression or irritation of the sciatic nerve by a 
lumbar disc prolapse (bulging of the cushion between the 
vertebrae of the spine); however, this is the most common cause 
of sciatica.  Surgery is a necessity for a small minority of 
sciatica cases.  Most resolve by conservative management; 
however, surgery may provide faster relief in acute sciatica 
cases and for those cases that have not resolved initially with 
conservative management.  At this time there is no long-term data 
showing a surgery to be superior to conservative management.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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Background 
 
Nerves are located throughout 
the body and are like telephone 
wires that send information be-
tween the brain and the rest of 
the body.  They allow the brain 
to tell our muscles to work so 
that we can move and they also 
send messages back to the brain 
from all parts of our body about 
things such as touch, pain, and 
temperature.   
 
 
What Is Sciatica?  
 
Sciatica refers to symptoms felt 
when the sciatic nerve is irritated 
or being compressed.  The sci-
atic nerve is a large nerve that 
runs from the lower back by the 
spine, down the buttock and leg 
and into the foot.  Each leg has 
its own sciatic nerve.  This nerve 
gives sensation to a large portion 
of the skin of the leg as well as 
allowing some of the muscles in 
the thigh, leg, and foot to work.   
 
 
Signs & Symtoms   
 
The signs and symptoms of sci-
atica are usually limited to one 
side of the body and are located 
in the lower back, buttock, and/or 
certain parts of the foot and leg.  

The signs and symptoms can include 
any or all of the following:   

• Pain  
• Numbness 
• Pins and Needles sensation 
• Muscle weakness 
• Difficulty with moving or con-

trolling the leg  
 
 

Causes 
 
There are multiple things that can cause 
sciatica.  The most common cause is a 
disc herniation.  This occurs when one of 
the discs (which acts like a cushion be-
tween the bones of the spine) pushes on 
the sciatic nerve.  Some of the other 
causes are:    

• Spinal stenosis – the spinal 
canal (where the spinal cord is 
located) becomes too narrow 
and causes the sciatic nerve to 
be pinched  

• Piriformis Syndrome – a mus-
cle (known as the piriformis 
muscle) through which the sci-
atic nerve runs in the buttock 
spasms and pinches the sci-
atic nerve   

• Late Pregnancy – the uterus 
can push on the sciatic nerve 

  
 
Diagnosis   
 
Your doctor will be able to determine if 
you are experiencing sciatica.  To deter-

mine the cause, a good history 
and physical exam by your doc-
tor is needed.  Also, the doctor 
may order an imaging test like 
an MRI  to look at the spine and/
or nerves to help with determin-
ing the cause. 
 
 
Treatment 
 
Most cases (about 90%) of sciat-
ica will go away with non-
surgical treatments such as anti-
inflammatory medications, exer-
cises and physical therapy.  If 
non-surgical treatment has not 
helped to improve symptoms af-
ter about 6 weeks or symptoms 
have continued to worsen, your 
doctor will need to determine if 
surgery is necessary.  In certain 
cases where a disc herniation is 
the cause of the sciatica, surgery 
may provide faster symptom re-
lief compared to non-surgical 
treatments.  However, good 
long-term evidence showing a 
benefit of surgery over non-
surgical treatments is lacking at 
this time.  There are a small 
number of cases involving sig-
nificant problems such as wors-
ening muscle weakness or sen-
sory deficits that require immedi-
ate surgery.   See your doctor to 
determine the best treatment for 
you. 


