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Should health professionals assess sleep quality in pregnant women seeking

care for low back pain?
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Low back pain (LBP) is a frequent complaint during preg-
nancy affecting around 70% of all pregnant women, espe-
cially in the third trimester.'? Although its etiology is still
uncertain, a potential cause includes biomechanical stress due
to the enlarging uterus, resulting in a displacement of the center
of gravity toward the front and lumbar hyperlordosis, and
ligament laxity induced by hormonal changes, which makes the
lumbar spine and hip joints less stable and therefore more
susceptible to stress and pain.? For many women, LBP can
become so severe that it interferes with daily activities and
disrupts sleep.'

Recent studies have shown that pregnant women are gen-
erally more dissatisfied with their sleep quality than their
nonpregnant controls and that, in comparison with the first
trimester, the incidence of poor sleep quality and short sleep
duration increases as the pregnancy progresses.” They
also constitute a population at higher risk of developing sleep
disturbances, such as insomnia, restless legs syndrome and
obstructive sleep apnea (OSA).* Regarding OSA, a prospective
cohort including 189 healthy pregnant women who were
evaluated through self-reported questionnaires found that, in
the third trimester, almost 40% of them experienced fre-
quent snoring and excessive daytime sleepiness’; using poly-
somnography, another study observed an increase in the
prevalence of OSA from 10.5% in early pregnancy to 26.7% in
the third trimester.®

The relationship between LBP and sleep quality is probably
bidirectional, with LBP during the day negatively affecting
sleep quality, and a poor night of sleep predicting increased
pain in the next day.” Even though the mechanism of this
association remains unclear, it has been demonstrated that
sleep deprivation causes neuronal hyperexcitability, which
lowers pain thresholds and contributes to hyperalgesia;
besides, OSA induces an exacerbated inflammatory re-
sponse that amplifies pain sensitivity.® Therefore, it is pos-
sible that better sleep quality, which is associated with regular
physical activity and an overall healthier lifestyle, ameliorates
LBP. However, as most of these findings come from studies in
the general population, they should not be generalized for
pregnant women.

In conclusion, further research must investigate the extent
to which sleep interventions, used solely or as an adjunct to
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guideline-endorsed treatments (ie, exercise therapy), are ef-
fective inreducing LBP during pregnancy. Nevertheless, sleep
quality should be routinely assessed as part of the management
of LBP in pregnant women, since it is an important modulator
of pain perception and can be easily evaluated through self-
reported questionnaires, such as the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality
Index, the Insomnia Severity Index and the Epworth Sleepi-
ness Scale; another way to objectively quantify sleep is by
polysomnography, which is the gold standard for diagnosing
sleep disturbances and OSA severity. We believe that health
professionals should be aware that sleep disturbances are a
common comorbidity of LBP during pregnancy, as well as that
there are a range of tools to evaluate sleep quality in clinical
practice, thus providing new options for them to treat
their patients.
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