
Aches and pains are a fact of life. Things like headaches, 
a little heartburn, or a backache are usually harmless 
annoyances that go away in a matter of hours or a day.  But 
there are specific circumstances when you shouldn’t “shake” 
the pain off. When certain pains occur suddenly, linger 
longer than usual, or just seem different you should seek 
medical attention. 

Consider the following conditions “red flags” that you should 
not ignore or simply wait to go away: 

CHEST PAIN WITH THREE SPECIFIC SYMPTOMS. Not 
all chest pain is serious or life threating. It can result from 
overuse or an injury to the chest area from a fall or accident. 
Viruses can also cause pain in your chest area. However, 
there are three good indicators that something isn’t right:

1. Chest pain that doesn’t go away

2. Shortness of breath

3. Any upper body pain that hasn’t occurred before. 

If you experience any of these symptoms, go to the ER or 
call 911 immediately. 

Quick tip: One of the first steps in preventing heart disease 
and heart attacks is identifying your risk and risk factors. 
Visit the American Heart Association’s website at 
www.heart.org for online risk assessments and information.

A SEVERE HEADACHE THAT IS UNIQUE TO ANY 
OTHER HEADACHE YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED. 
Although migraines and headaches rarely indicate a serious 
illness, there are times when they may point to a serious 
medical condition like a tumor or aneurysm. 

If you have any of the following headache symptoms seek 
medical care immediately:

 » A headache accompanied with nerve symptoms such as 
weakness, dizziness, sudden loss of balance, numbness or 
tingling, paralysis, speech difficulties, mental confusion, 
seizures or vision changes (blurry vision, double vision, 
or blind spots)
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 » A severe headache with a fever, shortness of breath or a 
rash

 » Headaches with severe nausea and vomiting

 » Headaches that occur after a head injury or accident

TOOTH PAIN THAT WON’T GO AWAY. If you have a 
toothache that lasts longer than one or two days, or have a 
fever, earache or pain upon opening your mouth wide it’s 
likely that your tooth’s nerve has become damaged. If you 
don’t get it treated quickly, bacteria in your mouth can invade 
the nerve and possibly spread to other parts of the face and 
skull and possibly even to the bloodstream.

Quick tip: Program your dentist’s number in your 
smartphone. Even if you need to call during off-hours, most 
dentists provide an emergency option for you to choose to 
receive immediate treatment. 

YOU HAVE A STABBING PAIN IN YOUR SIDE. 
Oftentimes, a pain in your side simply indicates bloating and 
gas, but if you truly feel as if a sharp object is ripping through 
your right side, and you’re also nauseated and running a fever, 
you could have appendicitis. And if an inflamed appendix 
isn’t removed it can burst. Err on the side of caution if you 

experience these symptoms and seek immediate medical 
attention. 

Quick tip: To help your doc diagnose and treat your pain, 
be ready to tell him/her exactly where it hurts (i.e., lower 
right side, under the rib cage). Then, be sure to describe 
your condition as accurately as you can (i.e., dull, sharp, 
achy, bloated). When time is of the essence your accurate 
description can help immensely.

BACK PAIN ACCOMPANIED BY A STRANGE, 
TINGLING FEELING IN YOUR TOES. Most back pain 
is the result of physical strain and over exertion and can be 
treated with light stretching and anti-inflammatories. But 
if your back pain persists and is accompanied by tingling in 
your toes it could be an indication that one of your discs (the 
rings that cushion the bones in your spine) is pressing on the 
spinal nerve. Without professional attention, you could risk 
permanent nerve damage.

Quick tip: Strengthen your core muscles (your back and 
abdomen) with daily stretching and possibly even a yoga 
class—it can help prevent back injuries.


