
Surfer’s Myelopathy
The Queen’s Medical Center - Neuroscience Institute

Jessica Wilson, PhD

Neurotrauma Advisory Board Meeting

October 24, 2024



KHON2 - Brandon’s Story

Watch 

Brandon’s 

Story on 

YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGqPgytCDCo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGqPgytCDCo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGqPgytCDCo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGqPgytCDCo


Overview

• What is Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• What are the signs and symptoms?

• How does Surfer’s Myelopathy happen?

• What are the outcomes of Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Who is at risk for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• What are the treatment options for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• How to prevent Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• What to do in the event of Surfer’s Myelopathy?



What is Surfer’s Myelopathy? 

• Non-traumatic spinal cord injury

First-time or novice surfer
• Ages 16 – 39

• Healthy and active 

• No previous back injuries

30 – 90 minutes 
• Experience low back pain 

or leg weakness

30 minutes – 4 hours 
• Inability to walk



What are the signs and symptoms?

30 – 90 minutes 
• Experience low back pain 

or leg weakness

30 minutes – 4 hours 
• Inability to walk

First Symptom

• Low back pain (7/10)

• Leg weakness (2/10)

• Other (1/10)

o "Sharp nerve pain down my legs"

When did the back pain begin?

• Progressed subtly over time (4/10)

• While popping up to catch a wave (3/10)

• While paddling (1/10)

 *Missing 2 responses



What are the signs and symptoms?

(2/10)(1/10) (1/10) (2/10)(2/10)

*Missing 2 responses

Initial severity on a 10-point scale



How does Surfer’s Myelopathy happen?

• Non-traumatic spinal cord injury

• Thought to be related to prolonged or sudden arching of the lower back

Freedman et al. 2016
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What are the outcomes of Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Often results in severe disability  

Recovery at discharge: 

• No improvement (26%)

• Partial improvement (38%)

• Total recovery (14%)

• Not reported (22%)

Choi et al. 2018; Alva-Diaz et al. 2022



Who is at risk for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Rare – approximately 100 cases reported in the scientific literature

• Young, healthy, first-time or novice surfers with no prior history of back problems 

Alva-Diaz et al. 2022



Who is at risk for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Rare – approximately 100 cases reported in the scientific literature

• Young, healthy, first-time or novice surfers with no prior history of back problems 

• Sports and activities that may strain the back

Lifting at work 

(Maharaj et al. 2016)

Gymnastics 
(Dillen et al. 2018;

Bouattour et al. 2021)

Swimming 
(cervical injury)

(Green et al. 2018) 

Golf 
(Yang et al. 2020)



What are the treatment options for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

Alva-Diaz et al. 2022



What are the treatment options for Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• The Queen’s Medical Center
• Emergent Imaging

• MRI

• Spinal angiography

• Pressure management 

• Blood pressure augmentation

• Spinal pressure monitoring

• Targeted spinal fluid drainage 

• Physical Therapy 

Choi et al, 2018; Freedman et al. 2016; Chen et al. 2017



How to prevent Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Signs, Symptoms, and Safety

• S – Sit up on your board

• P – Pain in your back and legs

• I – Imbalance/inability to walk

• N – Numbness in the legs

• E – Educate new surfers



What do to in the event of Surfer’s Myelopathy?

• Immediately seek medical care by calling 911

•  Avoid dehydration by drinking plenty of fluids

• If you have been diagnosed with Surfer’s Myelopathy and would like to participate in a 
research study at The Queen’s Medical Center, please contact nsi.research@queens.org 

nsi.research@queens.org 



Sheet



Sheet & Research Study



KHON2 Ask a Specialist – Dr. Stacy Brown 2024

Watch this 

video on 
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MAHALO!
nsi.research@queens.org

Surfer’s Myelopathy 

Awareness Survey



Surfer’s Myelopathy Awareness Survey

Website: Complete the survey

QR Code: 

https://redcap.jabsom.hawaii.edu/redcap/surveys/?s=KNXJ9Y3PAN3NE8YF
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