
Herniated Disk vs. Bulging Disk

What’s the Difference?

Your spine is made up of bones (vertebra) cushioned by small oval pads 
of cartilage or disks.  The disk consists of a tough outer layer 
(annulus fibrosus) and a jelly-like, soft inner layer (nucleus 
pulposus). A bulging disk extends outside the space it should normally 
occupy.  The bulge typically affects a large portion of the disk, so it 
may look a little like a hamburger that is too big for it’s bun.  Often 
“bulging” is considered to be part of the normal aging process, 
therefore is common to see on MRI’s, and often pain-free.

A herniated disk results when a crack in the tough outer layer of 
cartilage allows some of the softer material inside to protrude out 
the disk. When a herniated disk occurs, a small portion of the nucleus 
pushes out through a tear in the annulus into the spinal canal.  The 
herniated reduces the amount of space for the nerves to pass through, 
which can irritate a nerve and result in pain, numbness or weakness in 
your back and often in a leg or arm. 

Bulging disks are more common, while herniated disk are more likely to 
cause pain, although many people have bulging disk or herniated disks 
that cause no pain whatsoever.  Most people respond to conservative, 
non-surgical treatments, such as anti-inflammatory medications, ice, 
heat, gentle massage and physical therapy.  When conservative 
treatments don’t help, back surgery may be indicated, but doesn’t help 
every type of back pain.  In fact, back surgery is usually indicated in 
only a small percentage of cases.  Back surgery is usually indicated 
when spinal nerves are compressed, causing numbness along the back 
of your leg.
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