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In her late 20s, Ms Jeslyn Ng began
experiencing severe lower back
pain and shooting pains down her
left leg after caring for her late
grandmother for a week.
Back then, in 2018, she had to

carry her grandmother daily from
the bed to the wheelchair and
back.
The physical strain took its

toll. “The pain in my back and leg
started when I was resting one to
two days after caring for her. Even
passing stools became painful,”
says Ms Ng, who is now in her
mid-30s.
Simple tasks like sitting for more

than five minutes and bending to
reach for things became agonising
forMs Ng, a healthcare profession-
al in a public hospital.
“I couldn’t tolerate driving, espe-

cially when I was caught in traffic
jams,” she says.
For three months, she tried

managing the pain with core
strengthening exercises she found
online, but they offered little relief.
So, she saw Dr Loo Wee Lim,

then a consultant spine surgeon at
Changi General Hospital.
Ms Ng was diagnosed with de-

generativediscdisease after amag-
netic resonance imaging (MRI)
scan.
The condition occurs when the

soft discs between the bones in the
spine wear out over time. These
discs act like cushions, helping you
to move, bend and twist comforta-
bly as well as absorb shocks.
Dr Loo, now a consultant ortho-

paedic spine surgeon at Synergy
Orthopaedic Group, prescribed
her painkillers and anti-inflamma-

tory medication and referred her
to a physiotherapist.
Ms Ng attended physiotherapy

sessions every threeweeks for four
months.
“The physiotherapist taught me

exercises that strengthened my
core and reduced my reliance on
my back muscles. There was also
advice on how to carry out my
daily activities, in terms of being
mindful of my posture when I’m
sitting, standing and bending to
reach for things on the ground,”
she says.
Over time, she also incorporated

pilates into her routine, which im-
proved her core strength and pos-
ture. Gradually, she learnt to man-
age her condition.

HIGH-IMPACT SPORTS, POOR
POSTURE LINKED TO EARLY
ONSET OF CONDITION

Degenerative disc disease was
once considered an ailment of peo-
ple in their 50s and 60s.
It is increasingly affecting youn-

ger people in Singapore, including
teenagers from age 16, says Dr Tan
Jun Hao, an associate consultant at
National University Health Sys-
tem’s National University Spine
Institute.
Dr Loo sees many people aged 18

to 35 with neck and lower back
pain arising fromdegenerative disc
disease. By age 35, one in three
individuals will show signs of the
disease on imaging scans, he
notes.
He adds that genetics, obesity

and excessive physical stress, such
as carrying heavy backpacks or
overly intense exercise, can con-
tribute to early onset of degenera-
tive disc disease.
“Due to the increasing popular-

ity of Hyrox and CrossFit, more
young adults are engaging in de-
manding physical activities. Some
of them are not conditioned
properly and have weak core body
strength, thus subjecting them to

early development
of degenerative
disc disease,”
says Dr Loo.
High-impact

sports, like bas-
ketball and
football, and re-
petitive move-
ments, like run-
ning or rope
jumping, can
cause constant ab-
normal loading of
the spinal discs.
As the discs are meant

to be a cushion for pressure
on the spine, constant repetitive
loading forces can have an early
wear and tear effect on them, says
Dr Loo.
Dr Foo Gen Lin, a consultant or-

thopaedic surgeon at Apex Sports
Clinic, sees 80 to 100 patients with
degenerative disc disease a year. Of
these, eight to 20 range from teen-
agers to those in their 30s.
Poor posture and a sedentary

lifestyle are also risk factors for
spine issues such as degenerative
disc disease.
“Prolonged sitting or standing

with poor posture leads to muscle
fatigue and strain, which com-
pound the unhealthy forces that
act on the spine,” says Dr Foo.
The growing use of mobile de-

vices and computers has also
worsened the impact of poor pos-
ture and repetitive movements, he
adds.
Dr Loo says studies have shown

that young adults who spend a sig-
nificant amount of time with their
spine curved forward are at higher
risk of disc degeneration.
Heavy smokers and those with

injuries to the back are also at
higher risk of developing degener-
ative disc disease, says Dr Tan.
He explains that smoking

reduces blood flow, affecting the
discs, which rely on a healthy
blood supply for nutrients and hy-
dration. When blood flow is re-

stricted, the discs lose their ability
to repair andmaintain themselves,
leading to degeneration.

PAIN CAN BE DEBILITATING

Themost common symptomof the
condition is back pain, say doctors.
The pain may worsen when the

person is in certain positions and
postures, says Dr Tan. It may also
intensify after carrying heavy
objects, or when participating in
strenuous sports and activities that
require forward bending of the
lower back.
Anyonewhohas experienced the

pain can relate to how debilitating
it can be, says Dr Foo.
“Simple things that we take for

granted, like getting out of bed and
bending down to put on one’s
shoes, can be very difficult and
painful,” he adds.
Make-up artist Gagan Preet Kaur

found out in 2020 that she has de-
generative disc disease.
“Iwas shocked because I thought

this ‘wear and tear’ condition hap-
pens to people who are much
older,” she says.
Before she saw a doctor at Singa-

pore General Hospital (SGH), she
had lower back pain when she did
forward-bending yoga postures
and weightlifting.

“The pain would come and go,
and I felt it wasn’t normal,” says the
48-year-old, who is married and
has three children.
After the diagnosis, she under-

went physiotherapy at SGH for a
few months, which initially alle-
viated her pain. Gradually, she re-
sumed her exercise routine, but
earlier in 2024, the pain returned.
It became so severe that she had

to stop workouts which involved
exercises like deadlifts and Cuban
presses with a barbell. Painkillers
provided no relief.
In August, she saw her doctor

again. This time, the MRI showed
her degenerative disc disease had
worsened. She will be resuming
physiotherapy.
Dr Foo says those with more

serious degeneration can have
nerve impingement, which can
cause radiating pain, such as sciat-
ica, where pain travels from the
buttocks down the leg, as well as
numbness orweakness that affects
the upper or lower limbs.
In some cases, the compression

of the spinal cord can cause more
serious symptoms like urinary or
bowel incontinence, he adds.
However, not everyone with de-

generative disc disease will experi-
ence pain. Most people who have
the condition lead a normal and
healthy lifestyle without physical
restrictions, says Dr Loo.
Lower back pain is common in

physically active individuals, with
most cases due to amuscular strain
or contusion. But Dr Loo advises
seeing a doctor if the pain persists
for more than four weeks, despite
adequate rest and taking
pain-relief medication.
Now, Ms Ng experiences lower

back pain three to four times a
month, and the episodes are usual-
ly short and vary in nature.
Sometimes, she feels the pain as

soon as she wakes up, while at
other times, it occurs when she
walks or stands for more than an
hour in a day.
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The pain, however, does not last as
long as it did initially. Now, it often
subsides within a few minutes, es-
pecially after resting.
If the pain becomes persistent or

severe, she takes painkillers. She
needs themabout once every three
months.
Dr Loo says most young adults

with degenerative disc disease do
not require surgery.
During episodes of severe pain,

taking painkillers and wearing a
back brace for a short period of
time may be helpful, says Dr Tan.

PHYSIOTHERAPY HELPS

Mr Douglas Koh, a physiotherapist
at SGH, says physiotherapy can
play an important role inmanaging
pain associated with degenerative
disc disease.
A treatment plan includes exer-

cises to improve flexibility, which
can reduce pain resulting from
joint and muscle stiffness, and
hence increase mobility of the
spine. Thesemay include the knee-
to-chest stretch while lying down
and the cat-cow stretch.
Strengthening the muscles

around the spine and adjacent
joints can also help support the
spine and reduce strain on the
neck and back, says Mr Koh.
“Physiotherapistsmay also guide

patients in gradually reintroducing

movements they
may have avoid-
ed due to pain,
while incre-
mentally in-
creasing activ-
ity levels,” he
adds.
A key part of

long-term self-
management of
the condition is
providing patients
with knowledge
about aspects such
as body mechanics,
activitymodifications
and ways to prevent
flare-ups, he notes.
This is coupled with

education on appropriate
lifting techniques for heavi-
er objects, ergonomics in sit-
ting or standing, as well as ad-
dressing misconceptions and fear
avoidance behaviours.
Dr Loo says low-impact activities

like swimming can alleviate symp-
toms associated with the condi-
tion.
Applying cold or hot packs can

minimise inflammation and re-
lieve back tension, he adds.
Dr Foo advises his patients who

sit or stand for prolonged periods
to set an alarm for breaks every 30
to 45 minutes. During these
breaks, they shoulddo simple exer-
cises such as chair squats and back
stretches.
Says Dr Loo: “Ensure your home

or
work-
space is
ergonomical-
ly designed to
support your spine.
Having a work chair with an
adjustable height and lumbar sup-
port can go a long way in prevent-
ing the condition.”
To avoid degenerative disc

disease, Dr Tan suggests doing
adequate stretching exercises
before lifting heavy weights or

doing high-impact sports. He also
advises maintaining a good pos-
ture, avoiding smoking and main-
taining a healthy weight.
While no food or supplement can

reverse disc degenera-
tion, Dr Loo says many foods

support spinal health. Dairy prod-
ucts like milk, cheese and yogurt
are rich in calcium, which is essen-
tial for strong bones, including the
spine.
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Dr James Ng Kin Wah (Mon & Wed PM)

Cataracts, Lasers, Glaucoma, Diabetic Retinopathy, Retinal Disorders,
Lasik, Double Vision, Floaters, Child Myopia, Blur Vision, Dry Eyes
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Vomiting, Stomach Pain, Fecal in-continence, Constipation
and other Digestive System Disease.

#B1-28 Paya Lebar Square Singapore 409051 (Paya Lebar MRT Exit A/B)
Tel: 6980 5730 • Website: www.yuyingtcm.com
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NEW YORK – If you have long
assumed that you must deprive
yourself of delicious foods to be
healthy, a new study in medical
journal The BMJ offers encourag-
ing news: Eating dark chocolate
has been associatedwith a reduced
risk of developing Type 2 diabetes.
The research did not prove that

the chocolate itself was responsi-
ble for this health benefit. It could
be something else about the peo-
ple who ate dark chocolate that
made them less likely to develop
diabetes. And dark chocolate
should not be considered a “magic
bullet” for preventing diabetes,
said DrQi Sun, an associate profes-
sor of nutrition and epidemiology
at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of
PublicHealth and lead investigator
on the study.
But the findings do build on a

larger body of research demon-
strating links between dark choco-
late consumption and reduced
risks of certain health conditions
such as high blood pressure, car-
diovascular disease and insulin re-
sistance.
The results, Dr Sun added, sug-

gest that a little dark chocolate can
be part of a healthy diet.

THE STUDY’S FINDINGS

In the mid-1980s and early 1990s,
researchers began studying three

groups of predominantly white
health professionals. Every four
years, the more than 190,000 par-
ticipants completed detailed diet
questionnaires, which asked how
often they consumed chocolate.
Beginning in 2006 and 2007, de-

pending on the group, the re-
searchers tweaked the question-
naires to ask how often
participants ate dark chocolate
and milk chocolate. They followed
the participants’ health for up to
34 years.
During that time, nearly 19,000

participants developed Type 2 dia-

betes. After adjusting for other as-
pects of their lifestyles – such as
exercise, alcohol consumption,
smoking and the overall healthful-
ness of their diets – as well as their
age and family history of diabetes,
the researchers found that people
who consumed at least five serv-
ings of any type of chocolate a
week had a10 per cent lower risk of
developing Type 2 diabetes com-
pared with those who rarely or
never ate chocolate.
But when they drilled down into

the data from the nearly 112,000
peoplewho provided details on the

types of chocolate they consumed,
the researchers found an even
more striking result.
Those who consumed at least

five servings of dark chocolate a
week had a 21per cent lower risk of
developing Type 2 diabetes than
those who consumed dark choco-
late less than once a month.
The participants who consumed

milk chocolate, this subsequent
analysis also revealed, were not
protected from Type 2 diabetes. In
fact, the researchers noted, they
were more likely to gain weight
during the study.

THE STUDY’S LIMITATIONS

While the study was large and
well-designed, it could not prove
cause and effect, said Dr Susan
Spratt, a professor in the division
of endocrinology, metabolism and
nutrition at the Duke University
School of Medicine, who was not
involved with the study.
Perhaps the people who con-

sumeddark chocolatewere health-
ier in other ways, she added.
Maybe they exercised more, fol-
lowed a healthier diet, or could
more easily visit a doctor when
they needed to, for example.
The study group was also mostly

white andwell-educated, so the re-
sultsmay not apply to everyone, Dr
Sun and his co-authors noted.

POSSIBLE EXPLANATION FOR
THE RESULT

Dark andmilk chocolate have simi-
lar amounts of calories, sugars and
saturated fats, Dr Sun said. But
dark chocolate typically contains
more cocoa, which may be key to
its health benefits, he and his col-
leagues hypothesised.
Cocoa is a bean extract that is

rich in fibre and beneficial plant-
based compounds called flavo-
noids, said Dr Dariush Mozaffar-
ian, a cardiologist and director of
the Food Is Medicine Institute at
Tufts University, who was not
involved with the study. Some
research suggests that flavonoids
have antioxidant and anti-inflam-
matory effects and might help to
open blood vessels, which may ex-
plain cocoa’s health benefits, he
said.
Some small, short-term clinical

trials have suggested that consum-
ing dark chocolate or cocoa can re-
duce blood pressure and improve
insulin sensitivity and insulin re-
sistance – both of which influence
the risk of developing Type 2 dia-
betes, Dr Mozaffarian said.
But not all of those studies have

found benefits, and some used
concentrated cocoa supplements,
which contain more flavonoids
than a typical bar of dark choco-
late.

THE TAKEAWAY

Dr Mozaffarian embraces dark
chocolate as part of a healthy diet,
though he says it is best to choose a
variety with at least 70 per cent
cocoa. An even better option is
nuts coated with dark chocolate,
he said, since nuts also contain
phytonutrients, healthy fats and
fibre.
In several recent studies, re-

searchers have found concerning
levels of lead and cadmium in dark
chocolate.More research is needed
to understand this potential health
risk, Dr Sun said.
However, those studies have sug-

gested that consuming up to about
28g of dark chocolate a day – about
a third of a regular-sized Ghirar-
delli dark chocolate bar – is safe for
most adults, though those who are
pregnantmaywant tobemore cau-
tious.
If it turns out that dark chocolate

does protect against Type 2 dia-
betes, it would not be at the top of
Dr Spratt’s list of ways to prevent
the condition.
Toher patients, she emphasises a

diet rich in vegetables and whole
grains; avoiding processed and red
meats; maintaining a healthy
weight; and getting at least 150
minutes of moderate-intensity
physical activity a week.
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Alternating the cat (left) and cow (right) yoga poses improves flexibility, which
can reduce pain resulting from joint and muscle stiffness.

The bird-dog stretch is one of
the exercises that help Mrs
Gagan Preet Kaur manage her
lower back pain. ST PHOTOS: JASON
QUAH
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can lead to early
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Manage condition with
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