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Facet Joint Syndrome – A Chiropractic Specialty

   You may not have heard of facet 
joints, but they are extremely important 
to the well-being and function of your 
musculoskeletal system.

   Facet joints are special articulations 
in the spine that allow one vertebra to 
move over another. They come in pairs, 
located in the very back of each 
vertebral body (except for the very top 
vertebra – the atlas). Depending upon 
their orientation, they will influence the 
plane of movement that each vertebra 
will typically move through.

For instance:

•      In the lumbar spine (lower back),  
the facet joints are oriented more 
front-to-back.  This allows these 
vertebrae to move more easily in 
flexion/extension – and less in rotation.

•      In the thoracic spine (attached to 
the ribs), the facet joints shift to a more 
side-to-side orientation, which allows 
for less flexion/extension and more 
rotation.

•      In the cervical spine (neck), the 
angle the facet joints assume will vary 
from level to level. The very uppermost 
two vertebrae have facet joints that are 
almost horizontal and a bit dome 
shaped, allowing for a great freedom 
of movement in all directions? 

   The facet joints of the spine belong to 
a group of joints called synovial joints.  
These are fluid-filled spaces, with a 
smooth layer of cartilage covering both 
joint surfaces. Since the joint cartilage 
does not receive direct blood supply, 
movements of the joints themselves 
will create a variable pressure gradient 
that brings nutrients in and out of this 
enclosed space. This is why you do not 
want to have vertebral joint restrictions, 
or subluxations. Without proper 
movement, the joint surfaces will not 
receive their proper nutrition, and 
accelerated aging or degeneration may 
result. 

   The term facet syndrome defines a 
collection of symptoms associated with 
these joints when they get irritated, 
inflamed and/or arthritic. This term was 
first used in the 1930’s to describe 
lower back pain that was thought to 
have originated from these joints.1  
Since then, researchers have confirmed 
the facet joints can be a source of pain 
– as injections of fluid directly into the 
facet joints can reproduce the patients’ 
symptoms. On the other hand, by 
directly injecting an anesthetic into the 
same joint, the symptoms can be 
reduced.2
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Exercise of the Week

Reverse Crunch with  
Exercise Ball plus Upper 
Body Crunch
Difficulty: Moderate

(Consult your chiropractor before 
starting this or any other exercise.) 

Start: Lie on back with arms 
relaxed overhead. Position ball 
behind legs so it can be lifted off 
floor with hamstrings/adductors
Exercise: Lift ball just off floor. 
Pull stomach inward while 
inhaling. As you exhale, simulta-
neously bring knees up toward 
chest and try to reach both hands 
to top of ball. Pause at top, then 
slowly return to starting position.
Repeat 10-15 times.



Disclaimer:  Information contained in this Wellness Express™ newsletter is for educational and general purposes 
only and is designed to assist you in making informed decisions about your health. Any information contained 
herein is not intended to substitute advice from your physician or other healthcare professional.

 Postural stress and muscle tension can 
also make it more likely that you will 
experience facet joint syndrome.

What Is the Best 
Treatment for Facet 
Joint Syndrome?
   Chiropractic adjustments are 
specifically designed to alleviate the 
pressure and pain caused by vertebral 
subluxations. The positive effects of 
the adjustment are felt immediately 
when the joint cavitates (pops). This 
sound is generated by the release of 
pressure within the joint, and with 
less hydrostatic pressure on the 
intra-articular nerves, the joint is less 
painful. In addition, with better joint 
alignment, all the structures that 
support the joint are alleviated of 
abnormal stress and strain, and the 
patient is able to relax. Of course, 
if inflammation still exists in and 
around the joint, other measures are 
usually required to bring down the 
sensitivity of the joint (like ice or 
other anti-inflammatory substances); 
however the positive effects granted by 
the chiropractic adjustment are usually 
more immediate, and more long-lasting 
than other treatment options.

   If you think you might be suffering 
from facet joint syndrome, see your 
chiropractor!
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“It is not what we get. 
But who we become, 
what we contribute... 
that gives meaning 
to our lives.”

               - Tony Robbins 
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   It makes sense that facet joints can 
become painful because:

•      They contain a number of nerve 
endings inside them. These nerves relay 
information to the brain regarding joint 
position and movement, allowing for 
proper balance, coordination, and 
postural alignment. These nerves can 
become irritated by compression or 
inflammation, resulting in pain.

•      Facet joints are surrounded by 
ligaments. Ligaments are connective 
tissue structures that provide stabiliza-
tion, or a limited range of motion, to 
the joints. However, these ligaments 
are also innervated and pain-sensitive 
– so, if a joint is moved too far past its 
normal range, these ligaments can 
become sprained (i.e. rolling over on 
your ankle).

What Causes Facet 
Joint Syndrome? 
   Although facet joint pain is not 
always consistent, typically a person 
with this condition will complain of 
sharp pain in the area of the facet joint, 
with restricted movement of the spine 
– especially extension or rotation. The 
area involved is usually sensitive to the 
touch, and often you will find muscle 
tightness and spasm in the immediate 
area surrounding the joints.

   Irritation of the facet joints is 
common, and can be caused by a 
number of factors. Although facet 
joint syndrome can be caused by 
acute trauma (like hyperflexion and 
hyperextension), the most common 
cause of this syndrome is misalignment 
of the spine. Focal areas of misalignment,
called subluxations, will predispose 
the facet joint to abnormal stress 
and strain, which in turn can create 
inflammation and irritation. 
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